
“Total Obedience” 

1 Samuel 15:13-23 

(Preached at Trinity, April 16, 2017) 

 

  
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  

twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  

substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 

Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  

make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

 

1. As we entered Chapter 15 Samuel again charges Saul to obedience.  

1 Samuel 15:1 NAU - "listen to the words of the LORD."  
Literally it means, “Heed the Word of the Lord.” 

A. As I’ve shared several times, never did the kings of Israel have sovereign, 

independent authority. Never were they a law unto themselves. They were always 

subject to God and His Law. In a real sense, the theocracy of God never ended. 

B. After giving Saul the charge to obey Samuel gives the command of God, 

1 Samuel 15:3 NAU - "Now go and strike Amalek and utterly destroy all 
that he has, and do not spare him; but put to death both man and woman, 
child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey."  

C. The Amalekites were a nomadic people to the south and southeast of Israel. 

During the exodus from Egypt they attacked Israel and brought themselves under 

God’s condemnation. The Day of Judgment had come and Saul was to be God’s 

agent for judgment. Nothing was to be spared—not the livestock; not even the 

women, children or infants.  

D. Many take moral issue with this and dismiss it as the behavior of uncivilized 

ancient people. We must understand that this is the way God looks upon sin. It is 

a foreshadow of God’s judgment to come. God’s unchanging character is that He 

is Holy, Holy, Holy. 

E. Saul was not obedient. He thought more about his own desires and fulfilling his 

own lusts than the glory of God. 

1 Samuel 15:9 NAU - "But Saul and the people spared Agag and the best 
of the sheep, the oxen, the fatlings, the lambs, and all that was good, and 
were not willing to destroy them utterly; but everything despised and 
worthless, that they utterly destroyed."  

F. Saul’s excuse was that he and the people had spared the livestock—but it was in 

order to provide a sacrifice to God. It wasn’t a sacrifice that God commanded. In 

fact, Saul had to abandon the command of God in order to offer the sacrifice.  

2. Samuel’s response to Saul was clear.   

1 Samuel 15:22 NAU - "Has the LORD as much delight in burnt offerings and 
sacrifices As in obeying the voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than 
sacrifice, And to heed than the fat of rams."  
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3. There are many today who presume that God is interested in mere religion.  

A. This passage tells us much about how we should approach the subject of worship. 

Saul was deceived into thinking God would be satisfied with mere sacrifice 

without a desire for the worship of God. God is much more concerned about our 

submission to His commands than our feeble attempts to devise our own way of 

worship. “to obey is better than sacrifice” 
B. This passage tells us much about the important subject of obedience. God 

demands total obedience from the heart.  

 

I. God’s worship must be submissive 

 A. We must approach God with a mind to obey 

1. Our best worship is negated if we are not living in obedience to God’s 

commands. Saul was willing to offer a sacrifice of an animal. He was not 

willing offer up himself in obedience.  

Romans 12:1 NAU - "Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the 
mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, 
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship."  

2. Matthew Henry writes: “God is more glorified and self more denied by 

obedience than by sacrifice. It is much easier to bring a bullock or lamb to 

be burnt upon the altar than to bring every high thought into obedience to 

God and the will subject to his will.1 

  3. Notice how God views our lack of submission and our failure to obey 

   a. It is as the sin of divination – it is sheer rebellion. 

    Verse 23 - "For rebellion is as the sin of divination"  
b. It is as evil as the idolatry of paganism. It is turning away from the 

living God. What outward act of worship can cover over a heart 

lacking in submission to God. 

c. Saul’s problem wasn’t a lack of understanding. He was lacking a 

heart to obey.  

  4. The very nature of worship is submission.  

 The Hebrew word for worship is hx'v' shachah – it means to bow down or 

to prostate yourself. It describes one coming in complete submission to God. 

5. To reject God’s Word is to reject God. It is to deny His authority. To 

pretend to worship God without a heart of submission is as the sin of 

idolatry because it fashions God into something other than He is—a God 

who will allow disobedience to His commands.  

 B. Submission must dictate how we approach God in worship 

1. One of the greatest errors being perpetuated today is that we have freedom 

to do order our worship any way we please as long as we don’t do 

something that God forbids.  

2. The issue is not simply avoiding what God forbids. It’s doing what He 

commands. God orders how He will be worshipped 

   God doesn’t allow us to determine how we order our worship 

                                                 
1 Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged 

in One Volume, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 409. 
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3. Scripture is filled with examples of people who were judged of God 

because they presumed upon themselves to worship according to their own 

faculties of reason 

a. We’ve already seen in Chapter 13 that King Saul decided to offer 

up a sacrifice because he thought Samuel would not arrive in time? 

The issue was not whether Samuel would arrive in time to make 

the offering – the issue was that King Saul was not qualified to 

make the sacrifice. It was an issue of obeying God’s command. 

1 Samuel 13:13 NAU - "You have acted foolishly; you have 
not kept the commandment of the LORD your God, which 
He commanded you"  

b. Nadab and Abihu were killed by God because they presumed to 

offer that which God had not commanded.   

Leviticus 10:1-2 NAU - "Now Nadab and Abihu, the sons of 
Aaron, took their respective firepans, and after putting fire in 
them, placed incense on it and offered strange fire before 
the LORD, which He had not commanded them.  2 And fire 
came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed 
them, and they died before the LORD."  

4. The nature of the Regulative Principle is that while the silence of Scripture 

must be respected silence does not authorize. In worship the issue for us 

should not be whether or not Scripture forbids an action but whether or not 

Scripture authorizes an action. 

5. If worship demands submission then it must begin with our willingness to 

submit our wills to God in how we conduct our worship 

 This was exactly what Saul was not willing to do. 

1 Samuel 15:9 NAU - "Saul and the people spared Agag and the 
best of the sheep, the oxen, the fatlings, the lambs, and all that was 
good, and were not willing to destroy them utterly; but everything 
despised and worthless, that they utterly destroyed."    

 

II. True submission will also dictate how we direct our lives towards God 

A. When we approach God in worship we must come prepared to devote our entire 

lives to Him  

1. This is why preaching takes such a prominent place in worship. God’s 

Word is being applied to us with authority.  

  2. This is why worship demands preparation 

a. You cannot give God 2-3 hours each week and expect that to be 

worship – worship demands your life. 

b. Saul couldn’t give God a few contraband animals as a sacrifice and 

pretend this would satisfy God’s demand for his life. His lusts 

exposed his heart. 

c. If our life is surrounded by things that feeds and nurtures our flesh 

how can we expect to enter into worship? 

d. If our life is filled with material pleasures how can we expect our 

affections to be filled with Christ? 

A.W. Tozer - "If you do not worship God seven days a week, you 

do not worship Him one day a week." 
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 B. True religion is not in formality or outward actions but the attitudes of the heart 

  1. God wants our heart, our faithfulness, our steadfast obedience 

   1 Samuel 15:22 NAU - "Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice"  
  2. Notice Saul gave partial obedience: 

1 Samuel 15:7-8 NAU - "Saul defeated the Amalekites, from 
Havilah as you go to Shur, which is east of Egypt.  8 He captured 
Agag the king of the Amalekites alive, and utterly destroyed all the 
people with the edge of the sword."  
a. He defeated the Amalekites as God commanded. He destroyed all 

of the people—women and children.  

 In fact, Saul was quite proud of his obedience 

1 Samuel 15:13 NAU - "Samuel came to Saul, and Saul 
said to him, "Blessed are you of the LORD! I have carried 
out the command of the LORD."  

b. But he did not kill the king and he did not destroy all of the 

livestock – only the worthless animals of no value.  

 Saul offered partial obedience.  

3. Saul committed the great error that many commit. He assumed that his 

partial obedience was actual obedience. 

1 Samuel 15:13 NAU - "Samuel came to Saul, and Saul said to 
him, "Blessed are you of the LORD! I have carried out the 
command of the LORD."  

4. God demands of us full and total obedience. He doesn’t leave it to our 

discretion. Samuel quickly exposes Saul’s hypocrisy: 

1 Samuel 15:14 NAU - "What then is this bleating of the sheep in 
my ears, and the lowing of the oxen which I hear?"  
a. How prone we are to give ourselves to partial obedience – to 

zealously do certain aspects of God’s commands and even 

condemn others for their failure. But we are negligent in countless 

other areas. We must always guard against setting our own 

standard and congratulating ourselves at how well we’ve done. 

b. God is pleased with total submission to His commands. Contrast 

Saul with Noah. God gave Noah specific orders in building the ark 

in preparation for the flood. 

Genesis 6:22 NAU - "Thus Noah did; according to all that 
God had commanded him, so he did."  

c. This is the heart of all of God’s people – a heart to obey. We can 

also see it in Moses. 

Exodus. 40:16 NAU - "Thus Moses did; according to all that 
the LORD had commanded him, so he did."  
Leviticus 8:4 NAU - "So Moses did just as the LORD 
commanded him."  
Numbers 17:11 NAU - "Thus Moses did; just as the LORD 
had commanded him, so he did."  
Numbers 20:27 NAU - "So Moses did just as the LORD had 
commanded"  
Numbers 27:22 NAU - "Moses did just as the LORD 
commanded him"  
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 C. It’s a matter of the heart.  

1. Remember God’s admonition in Chapter 12 

1 Samuel 12:20 NAU - "do not turn aside from following the LORD, 
but serve the LORD with all your heart."  

2. This is the demand of the Gospel – to love God with our whole heart. 

Hosea gives us a fuller statement than Samuel. 

Hosea 6:6 NAU - "For I delight in loyalty rather than sacrifice, And 
in the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings."  

a. The word for “loyalty” is our familiar ds,x, - God wants our 

steadfast love. But we love because He loves. 

    1 John 4:19 NAU - "We love, because He first loved us."  
b. Our love for Him transcends mere religion. Our love results in 

obedience 

 

III. The Gospel provides us a sweet balm of relief for our inability to render perfect 

obedience 

 A. Saul did not know God. He did not have a heart to obey God 

  1. Saul’s feeble attempts of religion and sacrifice were vain and futile 

  2. He cared little for the glory of God. God did not have his heart. 

 B. God is able to discern the desires of our heart 

1. The Christian has undergone a transformation. We have a new heart. It is a 

heart of obedience.  

2. Although we have a heart to obey we are unable to render perfect 

obedience. But our great desire is to obey God with all our heart. We are 

satisfied with nothing less than perfect obedience. 

3. Saul in his pride convinced himself that his partial obedience was 

sufficient.  

a. He zealously defended his disobedience – he denied his guilt. 

1 Samuel 15:20 NAU - "Then Saul said to Samuel, "I did 
obey the voice of the LORD, and went on the mission on 
which the LORD sent me, and have brought back Agag the 
king of Amalek, and have utterly destroyed the Amalekites."  

b. His confession of Verse 24 was empty and was not accepted. 

4. We must always examine the desire of our heart and pray that God would 

help us rightly discern. God is able to discern the desires of our heart. 

 The Gospel is a wonderful balm of grace and mercy. In Christ God takes 

pity upon our weakness and takes delight in our desire to pleas Him.  
5. Samuel Bolton writes in his great work The True Bounds of Christian 

Freedom – “Instead of universal actual obedience, God is pleased to 

accept of universal habitual obedience. In the Gospel God accepts 

affections for actions, endeavours for performance, desire for ability. A 

Christian is made up of desires, of mournings, of thirstings and 

bewailings: O that my ways were directed! O miserable man that I am! 

God has mercy for can-nots, but none for will-nots. God can distinguish 

between weakness and wickedness.” 2   

                                                 
2 Bolton, Samuel, The True Bounds of Christian Freedom, Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth 

Trust, 2001 – pages 42-43.  
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Conclusion: 
1. Saul is like countless religious people who toy with partial obedience. They establish 

their own standards and practice their own obedience. They care little about God’s Word 

and even less about submitting to it. 

2. The Christian gives himself to fulfilling the demands of the Law – not as a means of 

gaining God’s approval, but as a heart’s desire to glory in God’s holiness.  

3. We are to set our hearts towards obedience. 

Samuel Bolton: “That we are to aspire to such conformity in our affections is clear from 

Romans 7:22, 25, where the apostle shows us that he delighted in the law of God, and 

that he served the law in his mind. Nay, it was his purpose, aim, desire, and endeavor of 

heart, to be made conformable to that law which he says is ‘holy, just, and good.’ Though 

he fell short of it, yet he aspired after it; which shows we too are to aspire after it in our 

affections.” 3   

4. May God stir our hearts to love and obey Him, to worship Him alone as the King of 

glory. And yet, may we trust in Christ, and not our obedience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Ibid. page 68.  


