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J. Robert Oppenheimer (picture), father of the atomic bomb said, “A pragmatist is concerned with results, not reality.” 

A Christian worldview could alter that, “A pragmatist is concerned with results, not what’s right.”  

  True story - in the early 1800’s there was a young Jewish boy who had a profound sense of admiration for his father. 

His maternal grandfather was a Jewish rabbi. His father came from a family with many rabbis. This boy’s father became 

an attorney and to increase his opportunity for business success, this boy’s father abandoned Judaism, converted to 

Protestantism and became a Lutheran. The family abandoned their Jewish traditions and joined the Lutheran church. The 

boy’s father explained that changing religions was necessary to help his business. It was a pragmatic decision.  

  The problem with pragmatism is it works. While there’s nothing wrong with being pragmatic. Obviously, we don’t 

want to do what doesn’t work. Yet, the important question before “Does it work?” must be “Is it right?”  

  Churches like corporate America are driven to be successful. To accomplish that some become very pragmatic. For 

example, in front of a packed church, Pastor Lawrence Bishop II (picture), climbed up on the back of a snorting bull 

named Bonecrusher. The animal was let loose and Bishop hung on tight as he was bucked around the ring he built inside 

his Ohio church. He lasted about three seconds before being thrown off and trampled. Battered and bruised, the 48-year-

old preacher picked himself up, climbed to safety and began his sermon. When he asked new believers to come forward 

to be baptized, the response was huge. About 300 people stepped up. Pragmatism – if it works, must be right.  

  During a sermon series on doing what others say is impossible, Pastor Troy Gramling (picture) of Florida's Potential 

Church, teamed up with stuntman Mike Buse, better known by the stage name "Mr. Dizzy" -- for a legitimately 

explosive illustration. As Gramling's cheering congregation looked on, the pastor sat in a car that was blown up and 

emerged unscathed. Pragmatism – if it works, must be right. 

  Hundreds of churches are incorporating MMA fights into their men’s ministries. Some churches offer fight viewings, 

while others host bloody MMA battles on church property. There’s a documentary on it, Fight Church (picture). 

Pragmatism – if it works, must be right.  

  Wise are the words of Os Guinness (picture), “The Christian faith is not true because it works; it works because it is 

true.” Pragmatists in the Church wrongly believe that “God only cares about end results and is uninterested in the 

process.” King Saul was a pragmatist. When pragmatism is in the driver’s seat, it can be spiritually dangerous. As we 

continue our series on 1 Samuel, we’re working our way through chapter 13 and The Peril of Pragmatism.  We really 

need to read 1 Samuel 13 and 14 as a whole, but due to length and time constraints, we’re going to stick with the chapter 

breaks. Besides chapter 13 has some vital truths worth emphasizing on its own.    

  Last time in chapter 12 we left King Saul as a victorious king. One victory doesn’t make a man a conqueror. The 

Philistines have returned and Saul must deal with them. Unfortunately, Saul now begins a downward spiral that 

ultimately leads to his defeat, disgrace and death. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1.Spiritual downward cycles often begin with small cracks. As John Boys (picture) Dean of Canterbury said, “As 

death is the last enemy; so pride the last sin that shall be destroyed in us.” King Saul’s downfall took place over many 

years—in fact, several decades—but the decline began just two years into his reign. We see his first steps into oblivion in 

this passage.  

  Pride is Satanic. There’s a parallel here between Saul and Satan. Jesus said, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from 

heaven.” Two millennia have passed since. Of course, Satan’s eventual fall is as certain as Saul’s was. The ruling days 

of the god of this age are numbered. Saul’s loss of the monarchy began with pride and followed a downward spiral. 

Though a very humble man at the beginning, the rush that popularity gives has a way of going to our heads. It certainly 

did with Saul.  

  When Saul recruited his standing army, he decided that it would have two generals. He would be one, his son, Jonathan, 

would be the other. Jonathan may have been in his late teens or early twenties here—not an age for military leadership in 

most armies. But Saul appointed him anyway.  

  Jonathan is the ultimate good guy. He’s one of the heroes of the Saul saga. He turns out to be a great choice. Saul 

almost certainly planned to use the appointment to bolster Jonathan’s claim to follow him as king. He’s already thinking 

of a dynasty. Pride lurks in the background of this decision.  

  Jonathan has character, verses 3-4: “Jonathan defeated the garrison of the Philistines that was at Geba, and the 

Philistines heard of it. And Saul blew the trumpet throughout all the land, saying, ‘Let the Hebrews hear.’ And all Israel 

heard it said that Saul had defeated the garrison of the Philistines.”  

  Saul claims for himself Jonathan’s victory. Local media outlets have Saul’s picture on the front cover as he takes credit 

for what Jonathan did. His ego motivated him to take credit for his own son’s victory.  



  Saul is the original tiger parent. Tiger parenting is a form of strict parenting, where parents are highly invested in 

ensuring a child’s success. Specifically, they push their children to attain high levels of academic achievement or success 

in extracurricular activities like music or sports.  

  Attend an elementary school athletic event. The tiger parent is the one losing it if their six year old misses the ball or 

doesn’t win. It’s not motivated by what’s best for their child. It’s ego driven. The parent seeks to live vicariously through 

their child. That was Saul.  

 

2. Spiritual tests reveal who we are. A man went to his dentist for a root canal. The dentist made him comfortable and 

injected a numbing agent around the tooth, then left the room for a few minutes to allow the medication to take hold. But 

when the dentist returned, he found the patient standing next to the tray of instruments. The dentist asked, “What are you 

doing by my surgical instruments?” Without looking up and continuing to focus on his task, the patient replied, “I’m 

taking out the ones I don’t like.” 

  Isn’t that what we want to do? When the heat is on, when tests come our way, we want to skip the pain. But God uses 

trials for our good and His glory. James 1:2-4: Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds,  for 

you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may 

be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” 

  Every Christian goes through trials. It doesn’t mean you’ve messed up or that God has forgotten you. It’s during these 

times of testing that we especially need to choose between fear and faith. Will I give in to fear and fall away from God? 

Or will I trust God to carry me through this situation?  

  God uses trials to help us grow. They reveal who we really are. Moses learned to trust the Lord with his back to the Red 

Sea, which God parted to save His people and destroy the Egyptian army. If Saul was going to be used of God, he must 

learn to trust the Lord even in the tough times. That’s true for us, too. Sadly, Saul fails the test. Too often we fail as well.  

  Have you ever heard of the “War of Jenkins’ Ear”? In 1738, a British mariner named Robert Jenkins displayed his 

severed ear before the members of Parliament. As part of his testimony, he claimed that a Spanish officer had sliced off 

his ear seven years earlier as punishment for smuggling. Spurred on by this stirring testimony, the British declared war 

on the kingdom of Spain. Thus began the “War of Jenkins’ Ear.” 

  After Jonathan’s defeat of this garrison, the Philistines declare war. While I’m sure they expected some counterattack, 

Israel is totally unprepared for the magnitude of the Philistine reaction. Verse 5: “And the Philistines mustered to fight 

with Israel, thirty thousand chariots and six thousand horsemen and troops like the sand on the seashore in multitude. 

They came up and encamped in Michmash, to the east of Bethaven.”  

  The Philistines have ten times as many chariots as Saul had men and twice as many horsemen. That was just the 

beginning of the Philistine force. There were more Philistines than could be counted. It’s so overwhelming that the 

chronicler notes that it was like sand on the seashore. If you looked out across it, you’d be overwhelmed by it.  

  On May 9th during their annual Victory Day Parade in Red Square, Russia put on a show of strength (picture). 

Vladimir Putin wanted to make sure the world was aware of the vastness of his arsenal. He made sure the media had 

pictures to send around the world of all their warfare, weaponry and troops. He  was sending a message, hoping the 

world would look and say, “Whoa! That’s something to deal with.” It’s what the Philistines have done here with this 

huge show of force. 

  It worked. The Israelites were terrified. What did they do? Well, they did a Saul. To do a Saul is to run and hide. 

Remember Saul was hiding in the baggage in 1 Samuel 10? “Where’s the fellow that we want to make king?” “Oh, he’s 

in the luggage room.” “Why’s he in there? Did he lose something?” “No, he’s hiding out in there.”  

  We follow our leaders and we often become like them. FYI: That can be true of children too. If your child’s behavior is 

problematic, the first place that you want to look is in the mirror. Oftentimes they’re just mimicking us. 

  In fear the Israeli soldiers hide out. When they saw this mass of Philistines, they “hid themselves in 

caves…holes…rocks…tombs…cisterns.” Can’t you imagine them saying, “Look, if there’s any way you can find cover, 

find cover. This isn’t going to be good.” They do a Saul. Some of them were slip-sliding away, crossing “the fords of the 

Jordan to the land of Gad and Gilead.” Saul was still there and still has a physical army but “all the people followed him 

trembling.” Is that an army to take into battle?  

  When facing a crisis, we’re tempted to give in to fear. Interviews with Jacqueline Kennedy (picture) conducted in 

early 1964 were only published a few years ago to commemorate the 50th Anniversary of John F. Kennedy’s presidency. 

Mrs. Kennedy spoke with Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a historian and Kennedy administration aide about her husband’s 

presidency, her role as first lady, and their marriage. When recalling the Cuban Missile Crisis, she said that after the 

discovery of Soviet missiles in Cuba, “from then on, it seemed there was no waking or sleeping.”  

  Fear steals away our sense of time. Nights blur into days, days into weeks. That’s exactly where Saul found himself. 

He’d only recently been anointed king and now his army is petrified. His situation is critical.  



  Fear attacks us when our problems seem overwhelming. You think you’ve got problems? How would you like to have 

Saul’s problem? He has 3000 men in his army. The Philistines had 30,000 chariots! They’re outnumbered and 

outgunned. It’s easy to see why they gave in to fear. 

  Sometimes we lose ground in our spiritual life. We make lots of progress in an area but then find ourselves falling back 

into the old sinful habit.  

  The Christian life isn’t easy. It’s a battle. Sometimes you feel like you’re taking three steps forward and two steps back. 

The important thing is to keep moving forward, to keep making progress! When your problems seem overwhelming, 

you’re tempted to give in to fear. That’s what Saul faced. It’s what each of us face at various spots in our lives. 

  Fear attacks us when others are responding in fear. Poor Saul. Not only was he losing ground to the enemy, he’s 

losing the support of his army. Instead of standing strong together against the enemy, his men are hiding. 

  Fear is contagious. Covid is contagious but what was more contagious during the pandemic was fear. God’s people 

aren’t to live in fear. It’s hard enough to fight the battle when you have a support system in place, but when everyone 

around you is responding in fear, it’s tempting to join them. 

  It’s the waiting in the test that can be the most difficult. Some of you have experienced this. The doctor sees 

something that concerns him so he decides to run some tests. You can feel the apprehension. You’re waiting for a call 

with the test results. Finally, you call in only to learn that you’re going to have to wait a few more days to find out the 

results.  

  Verse 8, “[Saul] waited seven days, the time appointed by Samuel. But Samuel did not come to Gilgal, and the people 

were scattering from him.” Apparently, Saul and Samuel had some agreement. But the time of Samuel’s arrival had 

come and gone. More men are deserting. Can you picture Saul scanning the horizon, repeatedly asking anyone if they’d 

seen Samuel?  

  We’re not good at waiting. Yet, God’s plan often includes waiting. Joseph waited 22 years after he last saw his brothers 

before God begins to bring his dreams to fruition. Israel waited a few millennia for the Messiah. Today we’re still 

waiting for Jesus’ return.  

  We must learn to wait on God’s timing. Even when it seems that nothing is happening, God is working, even during our 

waiting. Lamentations 3:25, “The Lord is good to those who wait for Him, to the soul who seeks Him.”  

  We make a mess when we try to help God out. “So Saul said, ‘Bring the burnt offering here to me, and the peace 

offerings.’ And he offered the burnt offering. As soon as he had finished offering the burnt offering, behold, Samuel 

came. And Saul went out to meet him and greet him. Samuel said, ‘What have you done?’ And Saul said, ‘When I saw 

that the people were scattering from me, and that you did not come within the days appointed, and that the Philistines 

had mustered at Michmash, I said, “Now the Philistines will come down against me at Gilgal, and I have not sought the 

favor of the Lord.” So I forced myself, and offered the burnt offering’.” (vss. 9-12).  

  It’s a classic case of situational ethics. Any sin can be rationalized if we try hard enough. A pastor friend had a man in 

his church who excused watching porn because it helped get him in the mood for intimacy with his wife.  

  Saul had waited the seven days. Unable to hold the army together, desperate to get things going and fearful that soon 

there would be no army – Saul takes matters into his own hands and offers the sacrifice. Though he’s out of his lane in 

that kings were not to offer the sacrifice, that’s not the key issue. Saul’s blunder is the same one we often make. Saul 

disobeyed God’s Word.  

  In our rushed, hurried age we must learn that faith and patience go together. Impatience is a symptom of spiritual 

immaturity. God wants us to learn to wait on Him and wait on His timing. Trusting and waiting are more important than 

taking action and making sure that things get done.  

  While Saul did the “right” thing in that a sacrifice was needed, his heart wasn’t right. He did it with the wrong 

motivation. He did it because he didn’t trust God. Saul erroneously believed that he had to help God out.  

  God is much more concerned with our heart than He is with what we do. Rather than obeying God, Saul lets 

circumstances drive him. He obeys partially – a sacrifice needs to be offered – but the king wasn’t the one to make it. 

God didn’t need Saul’s help and He certainly doesn’t need ours.  

  It was pragmatism. Saul goes through the spiritual routine to get results. The end doesn’t justify the means. It’s spiritual 

dullness. Saul thinks he can be blessed by God by what he does even though he disobeys God. Someone said, “It’s never 

right to do wrong in order to get a chance to do right.”  

  Can you see Saul thinking, “God doesn’t want Israel defeated by the Philistines. A sacrifice is needed. To make sure 

that we win, I’ll offer the sacrifice”? He does the “religious thing,” but disobeys God while doing it. Like Adam with his 

fig leaves, he attempts to cover his sin with a cloak of religiosity. And that’s the problem.     

  We make our mess worse when we make excuses and fail to take responsibility. Today Saul would tell everyone he’s 

a “victim.” It wasn’t his fault that he was in the situation he was in. And if he hadn’t been in the situation, he wouldn’t 

have done what he did.  



  When confronted by Samuel, he pulls an Adam – he blames his situation, and rationalizes his sin. He even blames 

Samuel and his timing, the deserting troops and the gathering Philistines. He says that he had no other option. 

  What he’s saying is this: “I did what any sensible person would do in the circumstances.” That’s a common response, 

isn’t it? “Well, given the circumstances…” He makes excuses.  

  Billy Sunday (picture) defined an excuse as “the skin of a reason stuffed with a lie.” A person good at excuses is often 

not very good at anything else.  

  All of us sin. We all fail. God will show mercy and forgive us when we own it. Proverbs 28:13, “Whoever conceals his 

transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy.”  

  God knows we’re a mess and are going to mess up. Just like a parent with a wayward child, God just wants us to own it 

so that He can fix it. That’s why He sent Jesus to this earth and to the cross. God in love wants to fix our sin problem. 

Our first step though is to take personal responsibility. May God grant us the eyes to see our own sin, give us the grace to 

confess, repent and take responsibility. Only then will we find God’s favor and blessing.   

  What Saul does is serious stuff. Verse 13, “And Samuel said to Saul, ‘You have done foolishly’.” In essence Samuel 

calls Saul a “fool.”  

  Do you remember that Psalm 14:1 says, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’”? Typically, we apply that to 

atheism. Only a fool can look at the world around us with all of its creativity, beauty, and complexity and think that God 

doesn’t exist, that all of this happened by chance.  

  Please notice that it doesn’t say, “The fool says in his mind…” It says, “The fool says in his heart there is no God.” 

That’s much more penetrating.  

  I doubt anyone here would say in their mind, “There is no God.” Yet as we face temptation, family stress, economic 

difficulties, and loneliness, it’s easy to say in our hearts, “There is no God. The way my heart feels right now and the 

way I think about life, I am acting like God doesn’t exist.” A fool believes God exists, but in his heart, he acts like God 

doesn’t. He takes matters into his own hands, instead of trusting and obeying God’s Word.  

  Saul was a “practical atheist.” Though he believed in God, he lives as if God doesn’t exist. We often do the same thing. 

When God is not in the driver’s seat of our lives, when our lives are no different, our values, our worldview are no 

different from those who don’t know Jesus, then in essence we’re “Christian atheists.” We believe in God, we just don’t 

live like we do. That’s Saul. Too often that’s me and I think it’s probably you too.  

 

3. Spiritual failure has a far reaching impact. And things get worse. Israel is surrounded. Philistine raiders go out to 

attack in the west, east, north and south (vs. 17-18). Israel is pinned in. The enemy dominates the scene. The Philistines 

are free to raid and torment God’s people. With all of these Philistine soldiers moving about in the area, what hope was 

there for the Jews? No matter where Israel turned, they would meet the enemy! 

  It was bad enough that Saul lacked men, but it was even worse that his soldiers weren’t properly equipped (vss. 19-22). 

Not only surrounded and outnumbered, but Israel is also disarmed.  

  When the Philistines moved in and subjected Israel to their rule, apparently they deported all of the iron workers. The 

Jews couldn’t make weapons or even repair their farm tools. They had to pay exorbitant prices to have their farm tools 

sharpened. The Philistine monopoly had economic repercussions. They were charging outrageous fees.   

  There were only two swords in the army, one for Saul and one for his son, Jonathan. The rest of the people were 

equipped with sticks and rocks.  

  The picture the author of 1 Samuel wants us to have is of the massive difference between the Philistine army and the 

Israelite army. The Israelites had only 600 men equipped with sticks and rocks. The Philistines had 30,000 chariots, 

6,000 horsemen, and soldiers without number. They were fighting with steel blades and protected by steel armor. Israel 

was in a dire situation.  

 

Conclusion: 1 Samuel 13 breathes with despair. The narrator wishes to highlight Israel’s helplessness. It appears God’s 

people face annihilation. It’s the price of being pragmatic instead of obeying God. It’s The Peril of Pragmatism. 

Worshipping at the altar of pragmatism carries a high price.  

  Remember the Jewish father who changed religions to help his business we talked about at the beginning. It was a 

pragmatic decision.  

  His son, disillusioned by his father’s lack of integrity, eventually left Germany and went to England to study. He sat 

daily at the British Museum, formulating various ideas and writing a book. In that work, he introduced a new worldview, 

envisioning a movement that would change the social and political systems of the world. Drawing from past experiences 

with his father, he described religion as an “opiate for the masses” that could be explained totally in terms of economics 

and personal gain.  



  Today millions live under the system invented by this embittered man. Millions more suffered under evil regimes that 

incorporated his values. His name – Karl Marx (picture). His new idea was communism. He’s famous for two works 

that changed the world: The Communist Manifesto and Das Kapital. His political and philosophical worldview had 

enormous influence on economic and political history. It began with a pragmatic father who sacrificed his values for the 

sake of profit. 

  There though is always hope. Our God is the God of hope. Samuel said, “The Lord has sought out a man after his own 

heart…” (vs. 14).  

  If Saul is the man of pragmatism, an illustration of someone relying on their own strength, then David, the man after 

God’s own heart, is an illustration of someone leaning on God and His Word.  

  So what does it mean to be someone after God’s own heart? We discover this by looking at the man who was not a 

man after God’s own heart and comparing him to the man who was a man after God’s own heart.  

  Someone after God’s heart honors the Lord. Saul was more concerned with his will than God’s will, his outcomes 

rather than glorifying God.  

  David was a man after God’s heart in that he knew God’s will was most important. Even when David didn’t do God’s 

will, he still knew God’s will was more important than his own was.   

  Someone after God’s heart has God as King. For Saul, Saul was king. For David, God was king. Both David and Saul 

would have thought sacrifice was vital before the battle. But David thought it was important because it pleased and 

honored God. Saul thought it was important because it might help him win a battle. He wanted to bribe God. For Saul, 

God would help him achieve his goals. For David, God Himself was the goal.  

  Someone after God’s heart has a soft, repentant heart. When Saul was confronted with his sin, he offered 

excuses. When David was confronted with his sin, he simply said “I have sinned against the LORD.” 

  Someone after God’s heart loves others. Saul became increasingly bitter toward people and lived more and more for 

himself. David was a man after God’s own heart and because God loved people, David loved people. Even when David 

was down and out, he still loved and served those who were even more down and out than himself.  

  God was looking for this kind of individual. He found this man, David, in an unlikely place. God is still looking for 

those people after His own heart.  

  When we think of a someone after God’s own heart, many of us think that this is a title reserved for a few “super-

spiritual” folk. That isn’t for us. We want these kinds of people around us, but we never think we can be one of them. We 

aren’t spiritual enough.  

  Yet, look at David: a warrior who killed hundreds of men with his own hands, a fugitive, a traitor, a man who had 

seasons of backsliding, an adulterer, a murderer. Yet he could be called a man after God’s own heart. If David can have 

our sins, then we can have his heart. We can love God and pursue Him with the kind of focus and heart David had. 

  Like David we need to act in obedience to God’s Word. Like David, we need to readily acknowledge our sin when 

confronted. No excuses. No blame shifting. David’s heart beat in unison with God’s. May we be a people after God’s 

own heart – eager to obey, to worship, to love and to serve Him.  

  But it’s only the Son of David, the Lord Jesus Christ that makes this all possible. He alone can change our hearts. 

Ezekiel 11:19, “And I will give them one heart, and a new spirit I will put within them. I will remove 

the heart of stone from their flesh and give them a heart of flesh.”   

  Only in Christ can we be changed. Only in Christ do we find hope when life is hopeless. Only in Christ does He 

provide us with divine help when we’re helpless. Yes, we need a Savior. His name is Jesus. Is He your Savior?  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


