
“What is True Success?” (1 Samuel 13:23–14:52) 
 
How do you define success? Do you immediately think of power, position, popularity, or possessions? 
What makes someone truly successful? Is it going to the best university, getting the best job upon 
graduation, marrying the right spouse, having 2.5 kids, earning the most money, climbing the 
occupational ladder, and retiring early? Is this true success? What is true success? In 1 Sam 14 our author 
reveals true success, or lack thereof, by contrasting the lives of a father and son. By observing Saul and 
Jonathan we’ll see how the Bible defines true success.         
 
1. Jonathan attacks the Philistine garrison (13:23–14:15).1 Our first scene is a riveting account that 
should be rated R for suspense and violence. The story begins with these words: “And the garrison of 
the Philistines went out to the pass of Michmash. Now the day came that Jonathan, the son of Saul, 
said to the young man who was carrying his armor,2 ‘Come and let us cross over to the Philistines’ 
garrison that is on the other side.’ But he did not tell his father” (13:23–14:1). Whoever remained 
from the Philistines’ garrison from Jonathan’s initial attack (cf. 13:3) licked their wounds and moved to 
Michmash. However, it appears that Jonathan isn’t through with them just yet.3 He and his armor bearer 
decide to go on a secret mission without telling Saul. As you know, whenever a teenager does something 
without telling his father, it’s usually because he doesn’t want his request to be declined. Such is certainly 
the case here. From the very beginning there is an insinuation that things aren’t quite right between 
Jonathan and Saul—a theme that will be apparent throughout the narrative.   
 
The author quickly shifts scenes in 14:2–3 to inform us that: “Saul was staying [“sitting”] in the 
outskirts of Gibeah under the pomegranate tree which is in Migron [“fear”]. And the people who 
were with him were about six hundred men, and Ahijah,4 the son of Ahitub, Ichabod’s brother, the 
son of Phinehas, the son of Eli, the priest of the LORD at Shiloh, was wearing an ephod. And the 
people did not know that Jonathan had gone.” While Jonathan (the son) is on the move for the Lord, 
Saul (the dad) is sitting on his tail in fear. The reference in 14:3 to the rejected priestly house of Eli 
stresses the rejection of Saul’s royal house. Moreover, it reveals something of Saul’s inner life, who has 
apparently lost Samuel as his spiritual advisor. Since Samuel announced the end of Saul’s royal dynasty 
(13:13–14), the prophet has apparently been replaced by a member of the rejected family of Eli. Clearly, 
Saul has lost his way. He has turned from the legitimate counsel of Samuel to the discredited priestly line 
of Eli.5 Like Saul, when we’re beginning to slip spiritually, we often disregard godly counsel and seek 
counsel that will tell us what we want to hear. The note at the end of 14:3 reveals that Saul and Israel are 
oblivious to where the godliest man in their midst had gone. They are a selfish and self-consumed people 
who are not being influenced by their godly leaders.  
 
In 14:4–5 our narrator shifts scenes once again: “Between the passes by which Jonathan sought to 
cross over to the Philistines’ garrison, there was a sharp crag [“teeth of rock”] on the one side and a 
sharp crag on the other side, and the name of the one was Bozez [“slippery”], and the name of the 
other Seneh [“thorny”]. The one crag rose on the north opposite Michmash, and the other on the 
south opposite Geba.” This is a dangerous, death-defying mission! However, Jonathan wasn’t the kind 
to say, “Well, it would be nice to do this. But the rocks are steep and there are a lot of Philistines up there. 
Let’s just pray instead.” No, he got down on his hands and knees and climbed! Like Jonathan, if we’re not 
willing to work hard and experience risk, we won’t see much victory. Is God calling you to a difficult task 
today? Is He calling you to an uphill, exhausting marriage restoration? Is He calling you to get out of 
debt, simplify your lifestyle, and prioritize Him with your finances? Is He calling you to break out of an 
addiction and finally be set free? Then put your hand to the plow and do it! God doesn’t always 
miraculously drop blessings into our laps. Often He calls us to pursue Him, depend upon Him, and work 
through a biblical process. As we exercise self-discipline and patient perseverance, the Lord will bless us, 
either in this life or in the life to come.     



In 14:6 Jonathan exhibits the kind of courage that we need. He says to his armor bearer: “Come and let 
us cross over to the garrison of these uncircumcised; perhaps the LORD will work6 for us, for the 
LORD is not restrained to save by many or by few.”7 Jonathan prefaces his words with “perhaps,” 
being careful not to presume upon the freedom of Yahweh.8 “Perhaps” isn’t a sign of Jonathan’s doubt in 
God’s ability, but rather a confession that God is not required to act for them. We must always remember 
that God isn’t required to do anything for us—anything that He chooses to do is by His grace. Jonathan 
repeats the name of Yahweh twice (cf. 14:10, 12). This hints at his intimate relationship with the Lord and 
his trust in Him.9 Jonathan simply believed that the Lord would give Israel victory, and that numbers 
weren’t important. He didn’t care that the army which had originally consisted of three thousand now 
numbered only six hundred. He believed that God was able to save with six hundred men, or with six, or 
with only two. Jonathan, not Saul, was the true leader in Israel. The contrast between the two is striking: 
Saul was sitting while Jonathan was attacking. Saul trusted his growing army while Jonathan trusted God 
and didn’t depend on numbers. Saul watched things happen, but Jonathan made things happen.10  
 
The account intensifies in 14:7–10. Jonathan’s armor bearer says to him: “Do all that is in your heart; 
turn yourself, and here I am with you according to your desire” (14:7). Jonathan had an armor bearer 
who was also a great man of faith and courage. If you’re going to accomplish great exploits for the Lord 
you need an armor bearer who believes that God’s power will work in and through you. One element of 
true success is surrounding yourself with godly, kingdom-minded people. With brimming confidence 
Jonathan shows great spiritual wisdom. While he is willing to walk into the Philistine camp in faith, he 
also wants to make sure that when he does so, God is indeed with him. Rather than presume upon God, he 
suggests to his armor-bearer a sign by which they could be sure that God would be with them in this 
action. “Then Jonathan said, ‘Behold, we will cross over to the men and reveal ourselves to them. If 
they say to us, ‘Wait until we come to you’; then we will stand in our place and not go up to them. 
But if they say, ‘Come up to us,’ then we will go up, for the LORD has given them into our hands; 
and this shall be the sign to us” (14:8–10). Jonathan’s tactics defied all military logic. Now I’m not a 
military expert. I didn’t go to West Point. I wasn’t even a Boy Scout. But I know enough to realize that 
this is a terrible military strategy. When you’re outmanned, outnumbered, out equipped, you don’t just 
come out! Instead, you sneak up in the shadows and attack with a stealth strike. Furthermore, altitude has 
the upper hand. Nevertheless, Jonathan gave up the element of surprise, refused to fight the Philistines if 
they abandoned their strategic position, and then decided on a path of attack that would require him to 
scale a rock wall and then hit them head-on.11 That is the epitome of military insanity! Yet, Jonathan 
recognized that if God was going to work, a sneak attack would not be necessary.12 The phrase “the Lord 
has given” (14:10) is the meaning of Jonathan’s name. Thus, it’s likely that he intended this phrase as an 
expression of his faith.13  
 
Our first scene concludes in dramatic fashion in 14:11–15: “When both of them revealed themselves to 
the garrison of the Philistines, the Philistines said, ‘Behold, Hebrews are coming out of the holes 
where they have hidden themselves.’ So the men of the garrison hailed Jonathan and his armor 
bearer and said, ‘Come up to us and we will tell you something.’14 And Jonathan said to his armor 
bearer, ‘Come up after me, for the LORD has given15 them into the hands of Israel.’ Then Jonathan 
climbed up on his hands and feet, with his armor bearer behind him; and they fell before Jonathan, 
and his armor bearer put some to death after him. That first slaughter which Jonathan and his 
armor bearer made was about twenty men within about half a furrow in an acre of land. And there 
was a trembling in the camp, in the field, and among all the people. Even the garrison and the 
raiders trembled, and the earth quaked so that it became a great trembling.”16 Jonathan and his 
armor bearer scaled the jaws of death and killed twenty Philistine soldiers.17 What a victory! When we 
play it safe, we squeeze God out of the formula. If we go where we know and do what we’re certain will 
succeed, we remove our need for God. Whenever we take on a God-sized challenge, self-sufficiency is no 
longer an option. You have no control over when you die or (most often) how you die, but you do have 
control over how you live! Jonathan wasn’t choosing to die; he was choosing how he would live. 



2. Saul and the Israelites finish off the Philistines (14:16–23). Our scene shifts back to Saul, who has 
been sitting under a pomegranate tree. It is likely that his insecurity has made him so afraid to fail that he 
doesn’t want to do anything. But now he prepares to go into battle because Israel’s victory seems certain. 
“Now Saul’s watchmen in Gibeah of Benjamin looked, and behold, the multitude melted away; and 
they went here and there. Saul said to the people who were with him, ‘Number now and see who has 
gone from us.’ And when they had numbered, behold, Jonathan and his armor bearer were not 
there. Then Saul said to Ahijah, ‘Bring the ark of God18 here.’ For the ark of God was at that time 
with the sons of Israel. While Saul talked to the priest, the commotion in the camp of the Philistines 
continued and increased; so Saul said to the priest, ‘Withdraw your hand’ Then Saul and all the 
people who were with him rallied and came to the battle; and behold, every man’s sword was 
against his fellow, and there was very great confusion. Now the Hebrews who were with the 
Philistines previously, who went up with them all around in the camp, even they also turned to be 
with the Israelites who were with Saul and Jonathan. When all the men of Israel who had hidden 
themselves in the hill country of Ephraim heard that the Philistines had fled, even they also pursued 
them closely in the battle. So the LORD delivered Israel that day, and the battle spread beyond 
Beth-aven.”19 With the Philistines now in a vulnerable position, Saul calls for the ark of God in order to 
inquire of the Lord. However, when Saul sees the Philistines fleeing he says to Ahijah the priest, 
“Withdraw your hand.” He reasons, “We don’t have time to check with God; let’s take advantage of the 
situation.” Saul’s action is without precedent in the Bible. His rationale was intended to enable Israel to 
win an even greater victory over the Philistines. But failing to consult the Lord meant that Saul was unfit 
to fulfill the task of leading Israel against her enemies (cf. 8:20). A lack of concern for the Lord’s 
direction remained an ongoing problem with Saul’s leadership. Covenant leadership requires courage, but 
it also requires waiting on the Lord.20 Are you waiting on the Lord for His direction?  
 
In spite of Saul’s faithlessness, God “delivered Israel that day” (14:23; cf. 14:6).21 We must always 
remember that we don’t win victories, the Lord does! We can always take courage that the Lord will lead 
us out and fight for us. When the Lord works in your personal life or ministry, are you quick to glorify 
Him? Do you always acknowledge His great power in your deliverance?  
 
3. Saul issues a foolish ban against eating (14:24–46). There is an obvious contrast between 14:23 and 
24: Even though Yahweh saved Israel on that day, the men of Israel were hard-pressed by Saul.22 “Now 
the men of Israel were hard-pressed on that day, for Saul had put the people under oath,23 saying, 
‘Cursed be the man who eats food before evening, and until I have avenged myself on my enemies.’ 
So none of the people tasted food. All the people of the land entered the forest, and there was honey 
on the ground. When the people entered the forest, behold, there was a flow of honey; but no man 
put his hand to his mouth, for the people feared the oath. But Jonathan had not heard when his 
father put the people under oath; therefore, he put out the end of the staff that was in his hand and 
dipped it in the honeycomb, and put his hand to his mouth, and his eyes brightened.24 Then one of 
the people said, ‘Your father strictly put the people under oath, saying, ‘Cursed be the man who 
eats food today.’ And the people were weary. Then Jonathan said, ‘My father has troubled25 the 
land. See now, how my eyes have brightened because I tasted a little of this honey. How much more, 
if only the people had eaten freely today of the spoil of their enemies which they found! For now the 
slaughter among the Philistines has not been great.’ They struck among the Philistines that day 
from Michmash to Aijalon. And the people were very weary. The people rushed greedily upon the 
spoil, and took sheep and oxen and calves, and slew them on the ground; and the people ate them 
with the blood.26 Then they told Saul, saying, ‘Behold, the people are sinning against the LORD by 
eating with the blood.’ And he said, ‘You have acted treacherously; roll a great stone to me today.’ 
Saul said, ‘Disperse yourselves among the people and say to them, ‘Each one of you bring me his ox 
or his sheep, and slaughter it here and eat; and do not sin against the LORD by eating with the 
blood.’ So all the people that night brought each one his ox with him and slaughtered it there. And 
Saul built an altar to the LORD; it was the first altar that he built to the LORD”27 (14:24–35). 



Note the threefold use of the first person pronouns in Saul’s statement: “I have avenged myself on my 
enemies” (14:24). The oath doesn’t focus on God’s honor or Israel’s national security.28 Instead, Saul 
viewed this war as a personal fight not a fight for God. Moreover, Saul showed his self-centeredness by 
foolishly denying his soldiers the food they would need to be strong in battle.29 Saul’s self-centered style 
of leadership lacked the compassion required of a covenant leader. The Old Testament didn’t require 
soldiers to refrain from eating during battle; it was a command conceived by Saul in an apparent effort to 
gain the Lord’s favor.30 Yet, tragically, this unnecessary command led the Israelites into sin. In their 
hunger, the Israelites violated the Old Testament law by eating the meat without first draining the blood.31 
Israel was commanded not to eat an animal’s blood but to let it drain out because blood stands for life.32 
Their obedience to Saul’s foolish command led them to disobey God’s clearly declared command. This is 
always the result of legalism! True obedience is careful to not go beyond what God explicitly states.  
 
Verses 36–46 provide the play-by-play of Saul’s response: “Then Saul said, ‘Let us go down after the 
Philistines by night and take spoil among them until the morning light, and let us not leave a man of 
them.’ [The general who gave no food now gives no rest at night.] And they said, ‘Do whatever seems 
good to you.’ So the priest said, ‘Let us draw near to God here.’ Saul inquired33 of God, ‘Shall I go 
down after the Philistines? Will You give them into the hand of Israel?’ But He did not answer him 
on that day. Saul said, ‘Draw near here, all you chiefs of the people, and investigate and see how 
this sin has happened today. For as the LORD lives, who delivers Israel, though it is in Jonathan 
my son, he shall surely die.’ But not one of all the people answered him. Then he said to all Israel, 
‘You shall be on one side and I and Jonathan my son will be on the other side.’ And the people said 
to Saul, ‘Do what seems good to you.’ Therefore, Saul said to the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘Give a 
perfect lot.’ And Jonathan and Saul were taken, but the people escaped. Saul said, ‘Cast lots 
between me and Jonathan my son.’ And Jonathan was taken.34 Then Saul said to Jonathan, ‘Tell 
me what you have done.’ So Jonathan told him and said, ‘I indeed tasted a little honey with the end 
of the staff that was in my hand. Here I am, I must die!’35 Saul said, ‘May God do this to me and 
more also, for you shall surely die, Jonathan.’ But the people said to Saul, ‘Must Jonathan die, who 
has brought about this great deliverance36 in Israel? Far from it! As the LORD lives, not one hair of 
his head shall fall to the ground, for he has worked with God this day.’ So the people rescued 
Jonathan and he did not die. Then Saul went up from pursuing the Philistines, and the Philistines 
went to their own place.” Saul demonstrates remarkable spiritual perception at times. Here, he 
recognizes that there is sin in the camp. But he assumes that it is Jonathan’s sin, not his own. But earlier 
at Michmash, Saul silenced the Lord; thus, in response, the Lord became silent. God was displeased with 
Saul, so He would not answer him.37 He was at fault, not Jonathan. A person who is successful takes 
responsibility for his own sins. He sees his own sin as the glaring problem, not someone else’s sin.  
 
One sign of Saul’s growing sense of importance was the question he posed to Jonathan: “What have you 
done?” (14:43). This was Samuel’s question to Saul when he sacrificed without waiting for Samuel 
(13:11). At Michmash, Saul was acting like a prophet, challenging Jonathan who had broken his word. 
Saul was no longer submitting himself to the word of the prophet but trying to replace the prophet. Saul 
failed to see the answer to his question, though it was lying in front of him: Jonathan “did” this great 
deliverance and he “did” it with God that day (14:45).38 This episode demonstrates the radical change that 
has overtaken Saul. Earlier, Saul was opposed by the sons of Belial, but he refused to put them to death 
(11:12–13). At Michmash, he was ready to put his own son to death, though Jonathan was no son of 
Belial. He was becoming a king like the nations. He was becoming as blind as Eli.39   
 
Jonathan whose name means, “the Lord has given” or “the given man,” will never be king because of his 
dad. What may appear to be a tragic life isn't so tragic if it’s lived with fidelity to what Christ asked in the 
circumstances He gives.40 God honors Jonathan because Jonathan honored God. Did he experience all the 
success that he could have? No! But he succeeds where it matters most.   



4. Saul is a victorious warrior (14:47–52). These verses summarize the story of Saul’s victories and his 
family.41 They balance the picture that the main story has been developing. Despite his sins, the narrator 
lists Saul’s successful wars (14:47–48),42 his family (14:49–51), and his habit of recruiting soldiers 
(14:52).43 Read the following account: “Now when Saul had taken the kingdom over Israel, he fought 
against all his enemies on every side, against Moab, the sons of Ammon, Edom, the kings of Zobah, 
and the Philistines; and wherever he turned, he inflicted punishment.44 He acted valiantly and 
defeated the Amalekites, and delivered Israel from the hands of those who plundered them. Now 
the sons of Saul were Jonathan and Ishvi and Malchi-shua; and the names of his two daughters 
were these: the name of the firstborn Merab and the name of the younger Michal. The name of 
Saul’s wife was Ahinoam the daughter of Ahimaaz. And the name of the captain of his army was 
Abner the son of Ner, Saul’s uncle. Kish was the father of Saul, and Ner the father of Abner was the 
son of Abiel. Now the war against the Philistines was severe all the days of Saul; and when Saul saw 
any mighty man or any valiant man, he attached him to his staff.” Despite Saul’s military conquests, 
he quickly turned to disobedience as chapter 15 will reveal. From the narrator’s perspective Saul was no 
longer Israel’s true king, though he would function as head of state for years to come.45 Saul may have 
been a successful military leader, but he was a failure as a covenant leader. By putting the summary of 
Saul’s reign here, the narrator is saying, “Saul is done!” Saul didn’t fulfill God’s mission for his life. 
Thus, the message of this text is: True success is obedience nothing less. 
 
These verses serve as what we may call “the judgment of history.” By the judgment of history I mean the 
way people have of assessing a man’s achievements, contributions, and relative success (or lack of it). 
History’s judgment is that external, human calculation of a person’s life and work. It’s what folks can 
observe. By such a standard, Saul made his mark and made it well. But Judge History does not have the 
decisive verdict. The vital assessment cannot come from the applause of men within history but only from 
the God who reigns over history. What matters, then, is not success (whether political or military) but 
covenant. Yahweh is not looking for winners but for disciples. Saul had begun to fail at the point of the 
covenant and he did not submit to the covenant God. And, for the Bible covenant and obedience matters 
far more than vocational achievement.46 Remember true success is obedience nothing less. 
 
If you’re in the midst of a horrific marriage because your spouse has been unfaithful or neglectful, God’s 
primary concern is not your happiness or even the success of your marriage, it is your obedience. True 
success is obedience nothing less. If you’re struggling to pay your mortgage and your bills are piling up, 
God’s primary concern is not your financial security and success, it is your obedience. True success is 
obedience nothing less. God is seeking obedience in the moment. This is how He defines success, and in 
the end, God’s opinion is all that really matters. 
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Luke 18:27 
Romans 4:18–25 
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Genesis 50:20 
2 Kings 13:14–19 
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Study Questions 
1. In what ways has my family of origin impacted my spirituality? When I was growing up, who played the most 

strategic role in my spiritual development? Who filled this role after I left home? Who is influencing me 
presently? Despite the failures of others in my life (e.g., parents, friends, pastors), how has God helped me in 
my Christian growth? In what specific ways has God been faithful to mature me in Him?  

 
2. Do I courageously seek to fulfill the Lord’s will (1 Samuel 14:1–15)? If so, when have I demonstrated 

courageous obedience? How has God come through for me when I have stepped out in obedient faith? Have 
there been times when God has not “delivered” me from adverse situations? How can I balance humility with 
confidence in the Lord’s ability to work (14:6)?  

 
3. How have I used religious forms to try to bail me out of difficulty instead of truly humbling myself and seeking 

God with my whole heart (1 Samuel 14:18–20)? Identify and reject any worship rituals that are done out of 
habit and not obedience. Why is obedience to God’s Word more important than worship rituals? How can my 
worship result in God-honoring obedience? Read 1 Chronicles 21:24 and John 4:24.   

 
4. When I experience favor in my life and ministry, do I readily recognize that it is from the Lord (1 Samuel 

14:23)? How do I go about acknowledging God’s hand without sounding pious and unintentionally rebuffing 
other’s encouragement? How has witnessing God’s great deliverance and power humbled me in the course of 
my life and ministry? What have I learned about how God works (cf. 14:6)?  

 
5. Contrast Jonathan and Saul in a number of key areas: taking the initiative vs. passivity, boldness and faith vs. 

playing it safe, how they determine the Lord’s will, their attitudes towards legalism, etc. (1 Samuel 14:1–46)? 
What can I learn from the deliberate contrasts between these two men? In what areas am I more like Saul than 
Jonathan and vice versa? How does this chapter implicitly define true success?     
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