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Are you a Princess Bride (picture) fan? It’s a cult classic. You’re probably familiar with this short dialogue from the 

movie. To set the scene, two men desperately bring a fallen comrade to a miracle worker to see what can be done. Listen 

as one of the men and the miracle worker talk. Here’s the clip. 

  “We're really in a terrible rush.”  

  “Don't rush me, sonny. You rush a miracle man, you get rotten miracles. You got money?”  

  “Sixty-five. “  

  “Sheesh! I never worked for so little, except once, and that was a very noble cause.”  

  “This is noble, sir. His wife is crippled. His children are on the brink of starvation.”  

  “Are you a rotten liar.”  

  “I need him to help avenge my father, murdered these twenty years.”  

  “Your first story was better. He probably owes you money, huh? Well, I'll ask him.”  

  “He's dead. He can't talk.”  

  “Look who knows so much. Well, it just so happens that your friend here is only mostly dead. There's a big difference 

between mostly dead and all dead (picture). Now, mostly dead is slightly alive. Now, all dead...well, with all dead, 

there's usually only one thing that you can do.”  

  “What's that?”  

  “Go through his clothes and look for loose change.” 

  That short exchange works for one reason. All of us know that “mostly” is not a word that can qualify death. There are 

many words that “mostly” can’t qualify: “Mostly perfect”? “Mostly cured?” “Mostly forgiven?” It also can’t qualify 

Mostly Obedient. As we continue our study of 1 Samuel, we want to work through something that’s impossible – 

Mostly Obedient.  

  Last time in chapter 14 we saw that King Saul’s dynasty will not continue. Chapter 15 is the curtain call of God’s hand 

on Saul’s life. He loses God’s blessing and the crown because Saul was Mostly Obedient.  

  Yet if anyone had an opportunity to succeed it was Saul. He’d been called by God. He had a wonderful mentor in 

Samuel. He’s from a wealthy family. He’s tall, dark and handsome. He’d already led Israel into numerous military 

victories. At one point God’s Spirit empowered him. Yet, from chapter 13 on, Saul fails miserably. Until the end of 1 

Samuel we only read of his continual spiritual decline. What happened? Saul disobeyed God. He felt he had the right to 

modify God’s commands.  

  Spiritual failure rarely happens in an instant. No one ever wakes up one morning and says, “I think I’ll rebel against 

God today.” Spiritual defection is almost always accompanied by small but discernible steps. We’re going to observe in 

our passage today a number of actions Saul took that caused his godly mentor Samuel to abandon him and, more 

importantly, caused God to decide to remove him as king.  

  Please be warned. This is a tough chapter. It’s the hardest one in 1 Samuel to understand and preach. It goes against our 

cultural rational. It lives out God’s words in Isaiah 55: “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways 

My ways,” declares the Lord. “As the heavens are higher than the earth,  so are My ways higher than your ways and My 

thoughts than your thoughts” (vss. 8-9). If you’re taking notes… 

 

1.You can be humanly successful and a failure with God. The last part of chapter 14 tells us that Saul was Israel’s 

General Eisenhower or Norman Schwarzkopf (pictures). Verses 47-48: “When Saul had taken the kingship over Israel, 

he fought against all his enemies on every side, against Moab, against the Ammonites, against Edom, against the kings 

of Zobah, and against the Philistines. Wherever he turned he routed them. And he did valiantly and struck the Amalekites 

and delivered Israel out of the hands of those who plundered them.” The writer summarizes Saul’s military victories. 

The people wanted a king to fight their battles and Saul did it. From a human perspective he’s a success. Today he’d 

been on the cover of Time. Everybody would be talking about Saul the military genius. 

  What’s success for you? Climbing the corporate ladder? Having a corner office? A house that could be in Better Homes 

and Gardens? Being able to jet to your favorite vacation spot? Successful children…grandchildren? Fame? Wealth? 

What’s success to you?  

  This is a summary statement of Saul’s reign, similar to other summary statements we find about other kings in the Old 

Testament. The difference is that we usually get a king’s summary statement at the end of his life. Yet Saul still has 

many years to reign but we get his summary now. Why? As far as God is concerned, Saul is done. He’s fallen out of 

leadership. He’s still the Lord’s anointed and will serve as king for years to come but his days are numbered. God has 

already chosen Saul’s replacement.  



  If all you ever read about Saul was this summary, you’d conclude that he’d been a great king. He drove back Israel’s 

enemies in the north, south, east and west. He delivered Israel from those who’d plundered them. It all sounds so good. 

But do you know what’s missing from this summary of Saul’s reign? There’s not a single mention of God. It’s a human 

assessment. From a human perspective Saul was a big success. From God’s standpoint he’s a big failure. God looks at 

our obedience to His Word to measure our lives.  

  Is God part of your success statement? How much is God part of your life? This last week I buried my sister. Ina 

(picture) was only 67. He husband, Dennis (picture) died 17 years ago when he was 50. He was playing basketball at 

family camp. Dennis went up for a shot and met Jesus. This life is short. So do you want to be a success in this split 

second world or a success for all eternity? Is God on the resume of your life? Are you a success only in this temporal 

world or one in the real world?  

  Success is determined by one thing. A mother told this story about her little boy: “My son, Michael, was four years old 

the night I found him sobbing uncontrollably in the hallway. Concerned, I knelt next to him and drew him close. “What’s 

the matter, sweetheart? Are you hurt?” He shook his head and turned to me, but I was unprepared for his response. 

“Daddy said a bad word to me!” he sobbed. I almost laughed out loud. I had known my husband 12 years and had rarely 

heard him raise his voice. But Michael had heard him say something, and I was curious enough to want to know what it 

was. “Honey, what bad word did Daddy say?” And seeing a chance for sympathy, my sensitive four-year-old stopped 

crying and blurted out – “Obey!”  

  Our success is determined by our obedience to God. Obey was a four letter word for Saul. He only Mostly Obeyed 

God. How about us? May we never think as that little guy did that “obey” is a bad word. 

 

2. This is ethical justice not ethnic cleansing. What did you think of the Nikolas Cruz (pictures) verdict a few weeks 

ago? Cruz was the Parkland, Florida shooter. In February 2018 Cruz opened fire on students and staff at his high school 

murdering 17 and injuring 17 others. It was premeditated murder and a heinous crime. There was a public outcry when 

he was sentenced to life in prison instead of the death penalty. Was that justice?  

  What if Russia nuked D.C.? Would it be just to retaliate and nuke Moscow?  

  We read this and think, “that’s just wrong.” “Now go and strike Amalek and devote to destruction all that they have. Do 

not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey’” (vs. 3). 

  This is a tough passage. What we have here is a holy war. I’m thankful that as New Testament Christians, we’re not 

called to a holy war. Our responsibility to those around us is summed up by Jesus: “You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind…and you shall love your neighbor as yourself” 

(Matthew 22:37-39). I’m thankful that we’re to “kill” those around us with God’s love.  

  But this is the Old Covenant. Israel was a theocracy, not the Church. This is before the cross. God declares divine 

judgement because of what the Amalekites had done to His people. When Israel left Egypt, the Amalekites attacked 

them. They were terrorists who followed the nation, picking off stragglers, the old and infirm. They’re still at war with 

the nation. The Amalekites were evil. They sacrificed children to their idols, butchered the innocent. Verse 33 informs us 

that their king is guilty of mass murder. These current Amalekites were worse than their forefathers. History reveals that 

they were ruthless, sexually perverse and horribly wicked.  

  God is perfectly holy. He takes sin seriously. Four hundred years before God promised that He would hold the 

Amalekites accountable for what they’d done to His people. Deuteronomy 25:17-19, “Remember what Amalek did to 

you on the way as you came out of Egypt, how he attacked you on the way when you were faint and weary, and cut off 

your tail, those who were lagging behind you, and he did not fear God. Therefore when the Lord your God has given you 

rest from all your enemies around you, in the land that the Lord your God is giving you for an inheritance to possess, 

you shall blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven; you shall not forget.”  

  Amalekites were descendants of Esau, Abraham’s grandson. They’d been exposed to light and rejected it. Because God 

is just and the Amalekites after 400 years, still had not repented, God finally said, “enough.”  

  Sin always has consequences. The Amalekites had been given time to repent. God had been patient with them for 

centuries. He’d mercifully withheld judgment, but they’d not repented. They had sufficient information. Remember 

Rahab, the Jericho prostitute? She knew enough to be converted. Ezekiel 33:11 says God takes no pleasure in the death 

of the wicked.  

  Sin must be judged. No one is truly innocent. We’ve all sinned and fallen short of God’s standard of holiness. Each of 

us deserves His wrath. God is the perfect Judge and Sovereign over the world, holy and just. Psalm 9:8, “God judges the 

world in righteousness.”  

  But our world says it’s wrong to judge. A few years ago there was a classic illustration of this. The Times of London 

carried this story. A lady from Poland who is a cabin crew trainer for the Polish airline took a flight from London to 

Warsaw on British Airways. Given that she trains flight attendants, she had some comments about the British Airways 



flight attendants. She probably should have kept them to herself. But she pointed out on social media that as she watched 

as a passenger, she noticed some things about the British Airways cabin crew. She noticed that their shoes were 

unpolished, they had holes in their tights, their uniforms seemed to be somewhat too tight for them, and it didn’t look as 

though many of them had actually combed their hair. Do you want to know the reaction to her comments? The headline 

was, Polish Flight Attendant to Be Fired. 

  The reaction of one of the British Airways flight attendants? “How dare she! She should be sacked. She is a disgrace.” 

But why is she a disgrace? Their shoes were filthy, the hair was messy, the service was bad, the whole thing was a 

disaster—but she should be fired for pointing it out!  

  That’s our world’s view of a holy God. How dare He judge us! But He does because God is God and He is holy and 

just.   

  If you object to God’s judgment on the Amalekites, what will you do with a far greater judgment that’s coming which 

will make that one pale by comparison? 2 Thessalonians 1:7-10, “When the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in 

blazing fire with His powerful angels…He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our 

Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the 

glory of His might on the day He comes to be glorified in His holy people.”  

  As God held the Amalekites accountable, He will hold this world accountable at the end of the age.  

  Beloved, it’s why we must be passionate about the gospel. Jesus died on the cross. He took our hell so that no one has 

to go there. Destruction comes on the Amalekites, not because they were Amalekites but because they were sinners. We 

dare not minimize this. For those who reject Christ, there is a coming judgement.  

  Some of you may be thinking, “this sounds severe.” It is. We don’t realize how repulsive sin is to God and we don’t 

realize how much He loves us.  

  Picture one of your children. Now picture the most evil person that you can picture. And put together that God the 

Father sacrificed His Son on the cross for that evil person…and for you and me. 

  Do I understand God’s justice? No. But I also don’t understand His grace. And I don’t understand God’s love. I find 

that like the great theologian, Karl Barth (picture), I am still astounded by the words of a song I learned as a small child,  

“Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  

 

3. There is no such thing as a little sin. Do you remember when President Obama retook his oath of office the day after 

the public inauguration in 2009. In the original oath Chief Justice John Roberts flubbed the words while delivering it at 

the inauguration. The do-over happened because Roberts got one word, “faithfully” out of sequence. Out of an 

abundance of caution the Chief Justice administered the oath a second time in the White House.  

  It’d be easy to think “what’s the big deal?” But words matter and oaths certainly matter. Sin matters, whether we 

believe they are big or small.  

  As our story unfolds, we discover Saul chooses to obey only part of God’s instructions. He eliminates everyone and 

everything except King Agag and the best of the animals. Verse 9, “But Saul and the people spared Agag and the best of 

the sheep and of the oxen and of the fattened calves and the lambs, and all that was good, and would not utterly destroy 

them. All that was despised and worthless they devoted to destruction.” Saul is selective in obeying God’s command. 

He’s “mostly obedient.”  

  But God knows what Saul did, just as God knew where Adam and Eve were in the Garden. God knows Saul is picking 

and choosing when it comes to God’s commands. It’s like giving your children three chores to do when you’re away, but 

they only do two. Nonchalance is never listed as an attribute of God. While God is grieved, Samuel is angry and broken 

hearted.  

  So does sin bother us? Often we can be insensitive to our own sin. Yet, if we’re in tune with God’s heart even sin in the 

lives of others will bother us. It kept Samuel up all night. When we have God’s heart, sin will give us sleepless nights. 

How many friends do you have who would pray all night for you? How many would you pray all night for?  

 

4. Little sins easily become big sins. On January 12, 1997, two Swiss men began a quest to do what had never been 

done before. They wanted to fly around the world in a hot-air balloon. Now this was not an average hot-air balloon. It 

was decked out with the newest and best technology. The men had ground support. They’d planned everything out 

perfectly. The total cost of this adventure came to $1.5 million dollars. But as soon as they took off, disaster struck. 

Inside of their pressurized cabin, they started to detect a kerosene leak. As the minutes rolled by, the smell got worse. 

They tried everything they could to fix the problem, but the leak was so bad they had to do an emergency evacuation and 

ditch the balloon in the Mediterranean. After the wreckage was inspected, it was discovered that this $1.5 million voyage 

was derailed by a simple hose clamp that cost a mere $1.16. 



  Small sins can ruin our best intentions. In C.S. Lewis’ classic book, The Screwtape Letters (picture), an older demon is 

seeking to train a younger one. The mentor says to his apprentice, “You will say that these are very small sins; and 

doubtless, like all young tempters, you are anxious to be able to report spectacular wickedness…the safest road to Hell 

is the gradual one-the gentle slope, soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without signposts.” 

Spiritual defection is rarely the result of just one action or event. Saul’s failure to be completely obedient is part of a 

much larger pattern. Saul’s partial obedience quickly leads to a snowball effect of sin.   

  Humility is replaced by pride. Samuel is ready to deliver God’s judgment on Saul, but has to find him first. In verse 12 

we’re told, “Saul came to Carmel, and behold, he set up a monument for himself.” The NIV reads, “He has set up a 

monument in his own honor.” Not in the Lord’s honor, but in his own. Saul thought that he’d won the battle so he throws 

a victory party. You have to wonder if he spared Agag so he could parade him through the streets. He’s drunk with his 

own success. Contrast that with the humility Saul started with in his career as a leader. His press clippings have gone to 

his head!  

  Character is replaced by charisma. When Samuel and Saul meet after the victory over the Amalekites, Saul slaps the 

prophet on the back, “God bless you, Sam! It’s good to see you. Remember what you told me to do? I did it. It’s all 

good!” Samuel’s response is classic: “What then is this bleating of the sheep in my ears and the lowing of the oxen that I 

hear?”  

  Sometimes we try to cover up deficiencies in our character with overconfidence. I’ve known Christians who seemed to 

be on cloud nine spiritually every time you saw them, only to find out later that some moral cancer had eaten away 

everything but the surface. Charisma is not a substitute for godly character.  

  Honest, humble confession is replaced by blame and excuses. In verse 15, Saul responds, “The people spared the best 

of the sheep.” And then in verse 21, “The people took of the spoil, sheep and oxen.” Where else have we heard this kind 

of rationalizing and blame-shifting? Saul takes a page out of the Adam and Eve diaries. “The woman you gave me, she 

gave me the fruit of the tree and I ate.” Adam blamed Eve and ultimately God, because He’s the One who gave her to 

him.  

  British writer, G. K. Chesterton (picture), was barreling down a street in London, totally preoccupied, his thick cape 

flying behind him. As he turned a corner, head down, he collided with a man rolling a grandfather clock down the 

sidewalk. Chesterton brushed himself off, scowled at the man, and shouted, “Why can't you just wear a wristwatch like 

everyone else?” 

  We’re a culture of excuse makers. It’s true even with Christians. Husbands blame wives, wives blame husbands, 

children blame parents, parents their children, and so on. Have you ever heard of someone who was fired take 

responsibility? With what passion we defend ourselves! We see it in public life and we see it in the Church. How tragic it 

is when a person refuses to come clean, even when confronted with incontrovertible evidence!  

  Gratitude is replaced by greed. Look at Samuel’s question in verse 19: “Why did you pounce on the spoil?” Did Saul 

see a fortune in livestock, perhaps enough to put him and his administration on easy street. He doesn’t have to deprive 

anyone else of it to take it for himself. The alternative is to destroy it. All it takes is a little disobedience and greed gets 

the best of him.  

  The alternative to greed is gratitude to God for what He’s provided. He promises to meet all of our needs. But we must 

put him first. Jesus said, “Seek first the kingdom of God…and all these things shall be added to you” (Matthew 6:33). 

Are you a grateful Christian? There’s hardly anything which will so revolutionize your life than gratitude. It will change 

your attitude, your marriage and every aspect of your life.  

  A real relationship with God is replaced by religiosity. In one of the greatest short speeches in Scripture Samuel asks 

Saul, “Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to 

obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat of rams.” This is a vital spiritual concept in God’s Word. Getting 

this is the difference between a life of performance and a life of true worship. 

  God isn’t impressed with our church attendance, our giving, Bible knowledge, service, singing, our Christian bumper 

stickers or t-shirts, or anything else by way of symbolism. What thrills God is our obedience! 

  Psalms 51:16-17: “For You will not delight in sacrifice, or I would give it; You will not be pleased with a burnt 

offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.” That 

doesn’t mean that sacrifices and offerings are not pleasing to God. God actually required them of Old Testament saints. 

What it’s saying is that they’re not pleasing when done for the wrong reasons, or the wrong motive, or to impress others. 

They become empty, meaningless rituals.  

  Fear of God is replaced by fear of people. Saul substitutes fear of people for fear of God. Appropriate fear (reverence) 

for God should be a motivating factor in our lives. Saul is far more concerned about what people think than what God 

thinks. Verse 24: “I feared the people and obeyed their voice.” 



  Isn’t it amazing how we can become more concerned about people than God? Teens can be more afraid of being 

rejected by their peers than of being disobedient to the standards of God’s Word. Adults can be more fearful of the 

disapproval of coworkers for stands they know they should take than of God’s disapproval of their silence. As we go into 

the holiday season, please don’t let the fear of family keep you from living or speaking up for the Lord. 

 

5. Remorse is not repentance. Verses 24-25, “Saul said to Samuel, ‘I have sinned, for I have transgressed the 

commandment of the Lord and your words, because I feared the people and obeyed their voice. Now therefore, please 

pardon my sin and return with me that I may bow before the Lord’.”   

  Saul is only sorry he got caught. There’s no repentance because there is no change in his life. He’s so desperate that he 

grabs Samuel’s robe and tears it.  

  He wants to save face and not lose the following of his army. It’s politics. It’s what we see when political leaders pray 

or quote Scripture. It has no substance. It’s trying to get man’s approval by acting as if you have God’s.  

  How often do we do the same? Acting more spiritual than we actually are? Character is what you are in the dark when 

no one is watching. 

  A man came to Christ and applied for membership at a church. He had no Christian background and had lived a wild 

life. One church leader asked him: "Were you a sinner?" The man said, "Yes." The church leaders asked him: "Are you 

still a sinner?" The man replied: "Yes." The church leaders asked, "Then what real changes have taken place in your 

life?" The man replied, “The best way I can explain it is that I used to be a sinner running after sin, but now I'm a sinner 

running away from sin." My friend, that’s repentance.  

 

6. Sin grieves God and must grieve us. Verse 35, “And Samuel did not see Saul again until the day of his death, but 

Samuel grieved over Saul. And the Lord regretted that He had made Saul king over Israel.” What saddens us says a lot 

about our values. Samuel didn’t want to bring this message. As Gordon Keddie (picture) writes, “No true messenger of 

God loves to bring a message of judgement.”  

  When those we love are sad, it gets our attention. If Jane is crying, she has my full attention. Sin grieves God. It makes 

Him sad. If we love God, we don’t want to make Him sad. God takes our failings very seriously and so should we.  

 

Conclusion: Someone wrote, “One of the reasons people find it hard to be obedient to the commands of Christ is that 

they are uncomfortable taking orders from a stranger.” Only God knows whether Saul will be in heaven, whether he 

was someone who trusted God.  

  We do know no one had greater opportunity to succeed than Saul. Everything was in his favor, except his heart. My 

friend, you’ll never live for Jesus, you’ll never repent and do the right thing, unless you first commit your life to Him as 

your Lord and Savior. It’s impossible to live a godly life without knowing Christ personally. It’s why you must come to 

the cross.  

  The September 11, 2002 issue of TIME magazine had a touching article about 31-year old, Genelle Guzman (pictures). 

Genelle was the last of just four people caught in the debris of the Twin Towers to be found alive. 

  Genelle was a Port Authority worker, on the job for only nine months, working on the 64th floor of one of the World 

Trade Center Towers on 9-11 when she felt the building shake and heard the noise of the first impact. A look out the 

window showed papers floating in the sky, but it wasn’t clear what had happened until she saw news reports on a TV in a 

conference room. Eventually, she and the other remaining fourteen workers were evacuated and began walking down 

stairs. She’d walked down to the 13th floor stairs with her co-workers and paused to remove her 4-inch-high heels when 

the building collapsed, pinning and trapping her for 27 hours under concrete, steel and dead bodies. Solid concrete was 

pulverized. But somehow she had found an air pocket. Her right leg was pinned under heavy concrete, her head caught 

between stacks of wreckage…somehow she was still alive. 

  For 27 hours, Genelle lay trapped and seriously injured. In recent months before the attacks, she had started attending 

the Brooklyn Tabernacle, and wanted to get her life turned around. So while she was stuck in the rubble, she started to 

pray. She’d trail off into sleep – wake up and pray some more.  

  Shortly after noon on Wednesday the 12th, she heard voices. She screamed as loud as she could, “I’m here! HEY, I’M 

RIGHT HERE!” A rescue worker responded, "Do you see the light?" She didn’t. She took a piece of concrete and 

banged it against a broken stairway overhead—probably the same structure that had saved her life. The searchers 

followed the noise. Genelle wedged her hand through a crack in the wall and felt someone grab it. She heard a voice say, 

"I’ve got you" and Genelle said, "Oh God, thank you!” 

  It took 20 long minutes and then she was saved. Her survival was a miracle. She said, “I believe in miracles. I believe in 

second chances. I also believe that adversity is a bridge to having a closer, deeper relationship with God. It’s not about 

what I want, it’s about what Jesus Christ wants from me.” 



  In many ways, Genelle represents all of our plights. You are I were buried under an enormous mess of spiritual black 

marks, ways we’ve wronged a holy God. We’re sinners with no hope of freeing ourselves. We’re truly stuck, in need of 

rescue. But by admitting the need to be forgiven – by reaching out and saying, “God, help me! I can’t get out of this 

unless you save me,” we can be confident that God hears, helps and will rescue us.  

  Saul needed rescuing. Instead of repenting and turning to God, Saul chose Mostly Obedient. My friend, what will you 

choose? Will you let Jesus rescue you so that you can have the life God wants for you? Fulfillment in life doesn’t come 

from living our own way.  It only comes from living God’s way in obedience to Him. Which way will you choose?  

 

 

  

 

 

 


