
Story Number 89

SAUL AND AMALEK

God had commanded Israel, through Moses, to take revenge on Amalek

for their cowardly unprovoked attack on Israel when they left Egypt, and

to wipe them out completely and to blot out their name entirely. Not

immediately, when there were other battles to fight, but only at a time in

the future after peace had been achieved by defeating all other enemies.

One day Samuel came to Saul and told him that God had said that the

time had now come. He, Saul, with his army, was to attack Amalek, wipe

out the entire population without pity, and destroy all their possessions

including their animals.

Amalekites were scattered all over the place, but the intention was to

attack their headquarters in a particular area south of Israel, where the

bulk of them were living.

Saul mustered an army of 210,000 men, and first asked the Kenites,

who had helped the Israelites when they left Egypt, to leave the

Amalekites with whom they were living, which they did. Saul’s army

attacked the Amalekites and wiped out all of them over a large area, but

took pity on their king Agag and on the fattest and best of the cattle and

sheep, not willing to destroy them, while destroying all those that were

inferior. Saul and his army then went home, taking with them Agag and

the best of the livestock.

That night God appeared to Samuel and told him that he regretted

appointing Saul as king, since he had disobeyed God’s instructions.

Samuel was very upset all night.

In the morning Samuel went to visit Saul, and was greeted with

‘Welcome, I have followed God’s instructions.’
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‘Then what is the sound of the cattle and sheep that I can hear?’ said

Samuel.

‘Oh, that!’ said Saul. ‘That is the best and fattest of the cattle and

sheep, which the people took pity on and brought from the Amalekites to

offer as sacrifices to God, and they destroyed all the rest.’

[An important note must be put in here. Hebrew has different words for

offering a sacrifice, one meaning when all is sent up to God in smoke, and

another when part is offered to God and the rest is eaten. Saul used the

second one – they wanted to eat the meat, after first offering part as a

sacrifice. They did not like the idea of wasting good cattle and sheep.]

‘Listen,’ said Samuel, ‘and I will tell you what God said last night.’

‘Tell me,’ said Saul.

‘You may think of yourself as someone small, but God has appointed

you king over all Israel, with responsibility. He told you to fight against

the wicked sinners Amalek until you have wiped them out completely.

Why did you act wickedly in his eyes by pouncing on the spoil instead of

listening to him?’

‘I listened to what God said, did what he sent me to do, brought back

Agag the king of Amalek and wiped out the rest. The people took the best

of the spoil, cattle and sheep, to sacrifice to God at Gilgal.’

‘Does God prefer sacrifices to obedience?’ said Samuel. ‘Doing what

he says is far more important to him than any kind of sacrifice. You have

rejected God, so he has rejected you as king!’

‘I have sinned,’ said Saul. ‘I have disobeyed God and you, because I

was afraid of the people and listened to them.’

A leader must lead, not be led. A king who is afraid of the people is

not fit to be king.

As Samuel turned to go he grabbed Saul’s coat and tore it. ‘God has

torn the kingdom from you and given it to someone else who is better

than you,’ he said. ‘God, unlike a person, does not change his mind.’
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This was Saul’s second mistake – he did not argue or plead.

Sometimes, when a man repents sincerely, God does change his mind.

Otherwise there is no point in repentance. For instance, after the Golden

Calf affair he decided to wipe out Israel, but Moses pleaded for them and

(it says) God changed his mind. Perhaps Saul did not sincerely repent.

‘Now fetch me Agag the king of Amalek,’ Samuel continued.

Agag came along delighted. ‘Now the threat of death has passed,’ he

said to himself.

‘As your sword has made women childless, so your mother will now

be made childless,’ said Samuel to Agag, and he killed him.

Saul and Samuel then separated and each made his own way home. We

are not told what happened to the sheep and cattle.

Years later at the very end, when Saul was dying, it was an Amalekite

who finally killed him, another story.
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