
“Partial Obedience is Disobedience” (1 Samuel 15:1–35) 
 
[The following dialogue is a brief drama between my wife and me. Lori has just finished leading worship 
as I climb up on stage.] 
Keith: “Good morning.”  
Lori: “Keith, you need to use my handheld microphone today. The batteries on your lapel mic are low.”  
Keith: I ignore Lori, extend my left hand in a snubbing fashion, and ask, “How’s everybody doing?” 
Lori: “Keith, I’m not kidding, you really need to use my mic!”   
Keith: I grab Lori’s mic and impatiently repeat, “I need to use this mic today because my batteries are 
low.” I then promptly put the mic back in the stand. 
Lori: “Keith, you never truly listen to me.” 
 
Over the course of my marriage I’ve had a selective hearing problem. I have attempted to listen to Lori 
every time she speaks, but often I am busy or distracted and don’t pay attention like I should. To better 
myself, I have learned to robotically repeat what she says to me (sometimes even in a chant). If I have 
listened well, I may carry out her wish. But often I don’t pay attention to all the details and I only 
partially obey. Of course, I’m not alone [put on a pair of headphones]. My children have a selective 
hearing problem as well. (Maybe it’s hereditary?) Sometimes it’s because they have headphones on. Lori 
and I think they hear us. They use nonverbal cues to give us the impression that they have heard us. But 
what we ask them to do is usually not carried out. Or if they attempt to obey the command, they’re only 
partially obedient. Sadly, headphones aren’t required! Perhaps you can relate to our plight? Families 
don’t listen to one another like they should. Friends don’t listen to one another like they should. 
Employees don’t listen to employers like they should. Students don’t listen to teachers like they should. 
Humanity suffers with a selective hearing problem. This problem is thousands of years old. King Saul 
exhibited this problem in 1 Sam 15. Yet, this chapter is clear that leaders are called to listen. 
 
1. Saul defeats (partially) the Amalekites (15:1–9). Our account begins with Samuel saying to Saul: 
“The LORD sent me1 to anoint you as king over His people, over Israel; now therefore, listen to the 
words of the LORD” (15:1). In this opening verse, Samuel strikes the keynote of the chapter: “Listen to 
the words of the Lord.” Also included in this phrase is the Hebrew word for “voice” (qol, see NKJV, 
KJV, and NASB marginal reading). This word occurs seven times in this chapter (15:1, 14 [twice], 19, 
20, 22, 24), and is critical to our understanding. Samuel literally says, “listen to the voice of the words of 
the Lord.”2 The key word in this chapter is “voice,” and the key phrase is “the word(s) of the Lord.” 
Samuel insists that a covenant king’s first priority is to listen to the Lord’s voice.3 Leaders are called to 
listen. Hence, 15:1 summons Saul to obey; 15:2–3 specify how he’s to obey: “Thus says the LORD of 
hosts,4 ‘I will punish Amalek for what he did to Israel, how he set himself against him on the way 
while he was coming up from Egypt. Now go and strike Amalek and utterly destroy5 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.’” Skeptics love to use 15:3 to argue that the God of the Old Testament is a bloodthirsty God 
who practices genocide. I would love to spend more time on this verse, but I have thirty–two more verses 
to go.6 Suffice to say, God values human life, but He’s also a just judge.7 Verse 2 mentions that when the 
Israelites were struggling through the desert toward Canaan, the Amalekites picked off the weak, sick, 
and elderly at the end of the line of marchers and brutally murdered these stragglers. They sought to 
destroy Israel and the channel of God’s redemptive plans for all humankind. Furthermore, the Amalekites 
continued to attempt to exterminate God’s people for over four hundred years!8 We don’t realize how 
patient the Lord had been with this nation, and how unspeakably wicked they were.9 Yet, God gave them 
time to repent. Nevertheless, eventually God says, “Enough is enough!” A holy God cannot let sin go 
unpunished.10 My real concern, however, is that God may decide to treat America the way He treated 
Amalek. If we become a nation characterized by ill-treatment of weak people rather than by commitment 
to them, we may find ourselves under God’s judgment.11 Leaders are called to listen. Listen up!  



Our story continues in 15:4–6: “Then Saul summoned the people and numbered them in Telaim, 
200,000 foot soldiers and 10,000 men of Judah. Saul came to the city of Amalek and set an ambush 
in the valley. Saul said to the Kenites,12 ‘Go, depart, go down from among the Amalekites, so that I 
do not destroy you with them; for you showed kindness to all the sons of Israel when they came up 
from Egypt.’ So the Kenites departed from among the Amalekites.” Here, Saul’s large army gave him 
the confidence not to trust the Lord (cf. 14:2).13 Yet, he does right by the Kenites who had been kind to 
Israel (Exod 18:9, 10, 19; Num 10:29–32).14 They cared for God’s people, so He cares for them! 
Furthermore, the Kenites obeyed Saul’s word and “departed from among the Amalekites” and Saul spared 
them. Similarly, if we want to avoid God’s judgment, we would be wise to follow the lead of the Kenites 
and be kind to Israel and find a way to disassociate ourselves from Amalek-like people. 
 
This scene ends on a rather ominous note: “So Saul defeated the Amalekites, from Havilah as you go 
to Shur, which is east of Egypt. He captured Agag the king of the Amalekites alive,15 and utterly 
destroyed all the people with the edge of the sword.16 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” (15:7–9).  
Apparently, Saul thought God’s original command was a little extreme. Thus, he was only partially 
obedient. He was obedient in attacking the Amalekites but disobedient in keeping Agag alive and in 
keeping the best of the flocks. Saul’s disobedience was partly a matter of pride. Jonathan’s victory had 
painted him in a bad light (14:1–15). Now Saul would be able to display Agag as a trophy, thus 
demonstrating his prowess in war rather than Jonathan’s.17 The best animals, of course, were simply a 
matter of profit. Saul had turned a solemn commission of the Lord into an occasion for his own 
prosperity.18 The writer seems to be very careful to point out Saul’s responsibility for the sparing that was 
done. The Hebrew suggests that it was Saul who “spared” and the people joined him.19 This will become 
an important observation when we reach 15:15.20 
 
2. Samuel confronts and condemns Saul (15:10–31). The scene now shifts back to Samuel. In 15:10–11 
the author writes: “Then the word of the LORD came to Samuel, saying, ‘I regret that I have made 
Saul king, for he has turned back from following Me and has not carried out My commands.’ And 
Samuel was distressed [lit. “angry”] and cried out to the LORD all night.” God’s heart grieves over 
Saul’s lack of obedience.21 He hurts over every disobedient disciple. He is not a “you win some, you lose 
some” god.22 When we don’t fulfill our spiritual potential, God experiences disappointment and regret. If 
we are to be like God, we too must grieve over disobedient disciples. Although it is unclear why Samuel 
was angry (lit. “it burned to Samuel”),23 he was likely angry at Saul for his disobedience (cf. 15:35).24 
Nevertheless, Samuel turned to prayer . . . and prayed all night long. Do you become righteously 
indignant with disobedient Christians? Do you become ticked with yourself when you succumb to sin? 
We are all responsible to pray and act on behalf of wayward believers. Is there a Christian whom God is 
calling you to speak to and pray for?    
 
Samuel’s all-night prayer vigil is an indication that even at this stage there is still the possibility that Saul 
might be restored. After praying all night long, Samuel might have even been hopeful that Saul was going 
to repent. Verse 12 states: “Samuel rose early in the morning to meet Saul; and it was told Samuel, 
saying, ‘Saul came to Carmel,25 and behold, he set up a monument for himself, then turned and 
proceeded on down to Gilgal.’”26 Saul is building a monument for himself! He is totally blind to what 
he has done. In contrast, after Moses had defeated the Amalekites, he built a monument—an altar! That 
monument celebrated the Lord, and the altar was named “the Lord is my banner” (Exod 17:15). Saul’s 
monument was “for/to himself.”27 Did this man have no idea what he had done?!28 Saul cares more about 
his honor than God’s honor. To make matters even worse, Samuel’s encounter with Saul occurred on the 
way or at Gilgal (cf. 15:21). Gilgal was the place where the kingdom was renewed (11:14–15), where the 
dynasty was lost (13:7b–15), and now where the king was rejected!  



Our plot thickens in 15:13–15: “Samuel came to Saul, and Saul said to him, ‘Blessed are you of the 
LORD! I have carried out the command of the LORD.’29 But Samuel said, ‘What then is this 
bleating [voice] of the sheep in my ears, and the lowing [voice] of the oxen which I hear?’ [Back in 
15:1 the one thing Saul had to do was listen to the voice of the words of God. The air was now filled with 
the voice/sound of his failure to do so!30] Saul said, ‘They have brought them from the Amalekites, 
for the people spared the best of the sheep and oxen, to sacrifice to the LORD your God; but the 
rest we have utterly destroyed.’”31 Saul greets Samuel with pious language and seems to be blind to his 
sin . . . but the sheep and oxen give him away! What a gripping spiritual principle: Sin is eventually 
exposed. Failures refuse to be covered up. If the king of Israel couldn’t cover his tracks, you won’t be 
able to either. Saul is claiming obedience to God’s command. Saul tries to put the blame on the soldiers, 
as if he could do nothing to stop it. Rather than confessing his sin, Saul sought to justify his disobedience. 
He believed it was for a worthy purpose, and he failed to take responsibility for his actions and blamed 
the people instead. Saul is like the little boy who was caught with his hand in the cookie jar and then 
exclaimed, “I was getting it for you!” We, too, sometimes choose not to obey the Lord completely. Then 
we try to justify our own sinful behavior by telling ourselves that it doesn’t really matter to God or that 
other Christians are far more sinful than we are. We even like to claim that we have a noble motive. I 
cheated on my taxes, so that I could give more to my church. I plagiarized my paper so that I could get 
into the best Christian college. I looked at porn so that I wouldn’t have an affair. These excuses won’t fly 
with God—He demands total obedience. 
 
After hearing Saul’s excuses, Samuel said: “‘Wait, and let me tell you what the LORD said to me last 
night.’ And he said to him, ‘Speak!’ Samuel said, ‘Is it not true, though you were little in your own 
eyes, you were made the head of the tribes of Israel? And the LORD anointed you king over Israel, 
and the LORD sent you on a mission, and said, ‘Go and utterly destroy the sinners,32 the 
Amalekites, and fight against them until they are exterminated.’ Why then did you not obey the 
voice of the LORD, but rushed33 upon the spoil and did what was evil in the sight of the LORD?’” 
(15:16–19) Five times in these four verses, Samuel emphasizes the phrase “the Lord.” He is the focus. 
Samuel reminds Saul of his humble beginnings and where he is now. The implication is that Saul 
forfeited God’s blessing because of his compromise and disobedience. Samuel is saying, yet again: 
Leaders are called to listen. 
 
In 15:20–21 Saul offers Samuel another flimsy excuse: “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. But the people took some of the spoil, sheep and oxen, the 
choicest of the things devoted to destruction, to sacrifice to the LORD your God at Gilgal.” Once 
again Saul claims total obedience and blames the people (cf. 15:9, 15). He seems to say, “That’s my story, 
and I’m sticking to it.” Even worse, he claims he was partially obedient so that he and the people could 
sacrifice to the Lord at Gilgal—the place of God’s faithfulness. It has been said, “Religion is the last 
refuge of the scoundrel.”34 Saul further betrays his lack of allegiance by referring to Yahweh as “your” 
God, not “our” God or “my” God (cf. 15:30). Clearly, Saul has disengaged from the Lord. 
 
We now arrive at one of the greatest passages on total obedience in the entire Bible.35 These verses are so 
significant that our English versions put them into poetic stanzas. In 15:22–23 “Samuel said, ‘Has the 
LORD as much delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the LORD?36 
Behold, to obey37 is better than sacrifice,38 And to heed than the fat of rams.39 For rebellion40 is as 
the sin of divination, And insubordination is as iniquity and idolatry. Because you have rejected the 
word of the LORD, He has also rejected you from being king.’” To put it simply: God cares more 
about your obedience than your religious rituals. In other words, religious rituals don’t keep God happy. 
What is the use of performing outward acts of religion if that religious activity isn’t grounded in an 
obedient heart of faith? True religious affection for God begins with the heart and not in acts of worship 
or the accompanying spiritual disciplines.  



What is the difference between obedience and sacrifice? Sacrifice is one aspect of obedience, but 
obedience involves more than just sacrifice.41 We should never think that we can compensate for our lack 
of obedience to some of God’s commands by making other sacrifices for Him.42 Obedience is the 
foundation upon which sacrifice is offered.43 Has it ever crossed your mind that you might compensate for 
some disobedience to God’s Word with regular churchgoing or generous giving or even disciplined 
prayer and Bible reading?44 We do this far more often than we think. After we sin, we often dive straight 
into a spiritual discipline in an attempt to appease God. Yet, Jesus said, “The one who has My commands 
and keeps them is the one who loves Me. And the one who loves Me will be loved by My Father. I also 
will love him and will reveal Myself to him . . . If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My 
Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our abode with him” (John 14:21, 23). 
 
In 15:23 Samuel puts anything less than total obedience on par with divination, iniquity, and idolatry.   
Saul’s independent, rebellious factions were as much a denial of God’s authority as the recognition of 
Satan’s supernatural power through divination.45 Divination was condemned by the law (Lev 19:26, 31; 
Deut 18:9–14) and punishable by death (Exod 22:18). Saul’s stubborn disobedience was nothing short of 
iniquity, and essentially an act of idolatry, because it elevated his will above God’s will. In what area of 
your life are you being stubborn and hard-hearted toward God? Leaders are called to listen. 
 
After Samuel lowered the boom, Saul responds in 15:24–26: “Then Saul said to Samuel, ‘I have 
sinned; I have indeed transgressed the command of the LORD and your words, because I feared 
the people and listened to their voice. [Saul finally gets down to the truth.] Now therefore, please 
pardon my sin and return with me, that I may worship the LORD.’ But Samuel said to Saul, ‘I will 
not return with you; for you have rejected the word of the LORD, and the LORD has rejected you 
from being king over Israel.’” Saul confesses his sinfulness and asks forgiveness, but it is too late for 
him to get his ministry back. Verse 26 again says that God has rejected Saul from being king (cf. 15:23). 
However, it is notable that the text doesn’t say “the LORD has rejected you”; it says “the LORD has 
rejected you from being king.”46 The issue here is ministry, not salvation. Rebellion inevitably leads to 
rejection. God rejected Saul from being king because he had a selective hearing problem. 
 
“As Samuel turned to go, Saul seized the edge of his robe, and it tore. So Samuel said to him, ‘The 
LORD has torn the kingdom of Israel from you today and has given it to your neighbor, who is 
better than you.47 Also the Glory of Israel will not lie or change His mind; for He is not a man that 
He should change His mind’” (15:27–29). Saul is a very tall man and the fringe of Samuel’s garment 
was very low. It is quite possible that Saul was on his knees, begging, and he dove for Samuel as he 
departed.48 Samuel used this visual aid to inform Saul that his kingdom had been given to his neighbor 
(i.e., David, 16:1–23). The designation “the glory of Israel” only occurs here in the Bible. The term 
“glory” (netsach) signifies a constancy, endurance, and then confidence, because a person can trust what 
is constant.49 Samuel is saying that God will not “change His mind” (nacham, 15:29) concerning His 
overall purposes.50 Some commentators find a supposed contradiction here because the Hebrew word 
translated “change His mind” is elsewhere translated “regret” (cf. 15:11, 35). Yet, are we really to believe 
that the biblical writer is stupid enough to contradict himself in the same chapter? No! He’s using the 
word in an emotional sense in 15:11 and 35, and in 15:29 he’s using the term in an absolute sense.  
 
The narrator is saying that God has made an oath concerning Saul’s future ministry.51 Consequently, he   
can’t get back to where he was before this word was given. None of this has anything to do with 
salvation. But, Saul’s ministry was lost forever, and with it, his eternal reward. It is possible that he was 
saved through fire (1 Cor 3:15) and could have been used in other ways, but as God’s anointed king, he 
was finished. May we know God has not taken such an oath against us. If we can hear His voice, if we are 
not dull of hearing (Heb 3:7; 5:14), all is well. We can be renewed unto repentance. But we must keep our 
hearts tender toward ministry. Ministry can be lost . . . and so can an eternal reward.52 Leaders worth their 
salt take this to heart. Leaders are called to listen. 



Saul once again responds to Samuel’s rebuke in 15:30–31: “Then he said, ‘I have sinned; but please 
honor me now before the elders of my people and before Israel, and go back with me, that I may 
worship the LORD your God.’ So Samuel went back following Saul, and Saul worshiped the 
LORD” Notice Saul’s fateful words in 15:30: “my people,” “your God” (cf. 15:15, 21). With these 
words, Saul exposes his heart. He doesn’t understand the seriousness of his sin; rather, he is more 
interested in keeping up appearances. Saul is more interested in his own reputation than God’s reputation. 
But we must be careful not to judge Saul too severely. How often do we love the praise of men more than 
the praise of God (cf. John 12:43)? Samuel appears to acquiesce and make a gracious gesture to worship 
with Saul (cf. 15:26); however, it is important to note that Samuel did not offer forgiveness to Saul, 
because he sought pardon apart from true repentance.53 Samuel’s real reason for joining Saul was to fulfill 
God’s mission.  
 
3. Samuel separates from Saul (15:32–35). Our final scene ends with a rather surprising act. If you like 
action movies like I do, you’ll love these verses: “Then Samuel said, ‘Bring me Agag, the king of the 
Amalekites.’ And Agag came to him cheerfully. And Agag said, ‘Surely the bitterness of death is 
past’” (15:32). Agag must have been gleeful over the sidelining of Saul. As Agag sees the elderly, 
wrinkled, shrunken prophet of God coming to him he’s ready to celebrate. I’m sure he said to himself, 
“This old man of God won’t hurt a hair on my head. How could he? Just look at him!” Agag could not 
have been more mistaken. In 15:33 we read one of the greatest one-liners in the history of action films—
only this one-liner is in the Bible: “But Samuel said, ‘As your sword has made women childless, so 
shall your mother be childless among women.’ And Samuel hewed [hacked]54 Agag to pieces before 
the LORD at Gilgal.”55 Samuel did this act “before the Lord.” God sees this act as a holy and righteous 
judgment, fully deserved.56 What an amazing picture this is: The ancient prophet hacking the warlord to 
pieces.57 Hollywood couldn’t have come up with a better storyline! God’s mission is completed by God’s 
man—the elderly prophet Samuel.  
 
The narrative concludes on a low point in 15:34–35: “Then Samuel went to Ramah, but Saul went up 
to his house at Gibeah of Saul. Samuel did not see Saul again until the day of his death;58 for 
Samuel grieved over Saul.59 And the LORD regretted60 that He had made Saul king over Israel.”61 
These are incredibly sad words. Saul has lost the privilege of hearing Yahweh’s word through His 
prophet. Furthermore, this account ends with a harsh verdict on Saul: “reject.” Such a verdict brings with 
it deep grief. Undoubtedly, Samuel and God’s hearts grieved over Saul’s end.62 Saul refused to listen, and 
it cost him dearly. Leaders are called to listen. 
 
Over the course of the last two years the grounds surrounding our church have been looking really good. 
Every time I gaze upon our church landscaping, I am pleased with our lush, green lawn. Last month on 
one of my drive-bys I spotted an unfortunate phenomenon: rounded mountains of earth on what had 
previously been a groomed lawn. Yes, that’s right, a family of moles migrated to take up residence 
beneath our church property. The little creatures were wreaking havoc on our lawn by burrowing into the 
soil and turning our lawn topsy-turvy.  
 
In some ways the activity of a small mole illustrates the dark side of the human heart. On the surface, we 
may appear polished and polite. But sin can work inner destruction. Sooner or later our sin will become 
apparent. The fatal flaw that festered beneath the surface of King Saul was a refusal to listen to the voice 
of the word of the Lord. You and I are guilty of this very same sin. May we take the time today to stop 
and listen to the voice of the word of the Lord. He wants to speak to our hearts. He wants to use His Word 
to change our marriages, families, churches, and workplaces. Leaders are called to listen. Jesus said it 
best, “The one who has ears had better listen!” (NET)63 
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Study Questions 
1. When have I refused to listen to the voice of the Lord? What was the outcome? Why is it so tempting to ignore 

the Lord’s voice on a daily basis? Who or what are the other voices that are competing for my attention? How 
am I attempting to mute these voices? In what ways do I listen to people over the Lord? When do I intentionally 
take time out of my schedule to truly listen to the Lord’s voice? 

 
2. How does God grieve over my sin? How do I fail to grasp the severity of my sin? When have I recently covered 

up my sin? Why do I attempt to cover up my sin? How many times have I justified my own sin? In what way 
am I more interested in my own reputation than God’s reputation? How do I treat partial obedience in my 
children, my church family, and my personal life? 

 
3. In what ways have I only been partially obedient to God? How have I used religious rituals to compensate for 

my partial obedience? Why is obedience to God’s Word more important than worship rituals or spiritual 
disciplines? Identify and reject any worship rituals that are done out of habit and not obedience. How can my 
worship result in obedience?  

 
4. Have I been making little compromises in my personal life? If so, when did I begin? Have I shared my struggle 

with anyone? How have I made compromises at home, work, and church? Is someone encouraging me and 
holding me accountable to being above reproach in every sphere of my life? Am I humbly exhorting other 
believers to spiritual and moral excellence? How do I graciously go about this?        

 
5. What have I learned about God from 1 Samuel 15? Think through or discuss the following: (1) God is slow to 

anger. (2) God is sovereign in His power and authority. (3) God is steadfast in keeping His covenant with those 
who revere Him. How have I seen God manifest each of these attributes in my life? Which of these three 
characteristics is most meaningful to me?  
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