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INTRODUCTION
by David C. Pack

his is the fifth volume of a special series. These books truly represent “THE

SToRY OF THE BIBLE.” Many have attempted to write various kinds of
“Bible Story Books,” but they are usually written only for children, and are pri-
marily designed to entertain instead of educate or inspire. The reader will see
that the wonderful style and artwork of this series capture the spirit of God’s
Word, with its intended lessons and vital meaning.

Most children’s versions of the Bible terribly misrepresent important stories
that it contains—and they are written with wrong emphasis—and wrong mean-
ing! Instead of leading children to the true God, and to the true doctrines of His
Word, children are left with the impression that the Bible only contains a few
stories, and is mostly a book about war, violence, blood, thunder and death.

This is terribly wrong!

In keeping with the modern generation’s obsession with graphic violence,
most efforts to reflect the teachings of the Bible “play” to this interest. Youth
are given what they want to read, not what they need to understand. The many
stories of the Bible are intended to teach VITAL LESSONS to people of all ages.
Modern writers miss the mark when they cater fo children, rather than proper-
ly teach them what God intends.

If young people learn the Bible in a wrong way—with emphasis on the
wrong things, while ignoring the enormous number of lessons that the Bible
contains—at least two bad things result.

First, all these wrong concepts and approaches must be unlearned and
replaced by right knowledge and understanding of what the Bible really says.
Unlearning error is a most difficult thing to do, and is actually far harder than
learning the truth correctly the first time, leaving no need to sweep the mind
clean of what has been wrong or misunderstood.

Second, young people will later find the stories of the Bible have been triv-
ialized and made irrelevant, and they may find themselves turned off by its
message rather than being excited and thrilled about what they are learning.

The modern system of education is morally and spiritually bankrupt!
Deluded educators have been biased against God and His Word by the atheis-
tic teaching of evolution poured into them from childhood. They have taught
young people for decades that there are “no absolutes” and that they must fol-
low “situation ethics.” They have led the world into a kind of secular human-



ism—where people are driven by how they feel rather than clear definitions of
right and wrong! But there is right and wrong in life—and those who are teach-
ing the children of this world have cut themselves off from this knowledge
(Isaiah 59:1-2). They cannot teach what they were never taught!

Also, this world’s churches keep young people steeped in traditional pagan
philosophies and teachings that have deceived the world for millennia. They
have ignored the great spiritual principle of CAUSE and EFFECT that governs
every aspect of life. They have neglected to teach true spiritual values. They
have defaulted their responsibility in all the critical areas of leadership—and
have utterly failed in their greatest responsibility, which should have been to
instill in young minds the marvelous truths of God’s Word—to teach youth how
to live, not just how to earn a living.

This is a tragic state of affairs!

Many who attempt to study the Bible become confused, frustrated and dis-
illusioned, believing that it is too difficult to understand. As a result, many who
would seek to teach their children true Christian standards and values, either
give up altogether or leave such education to the many theological “experts,”
who offer no end of differing—and conflicting—views.

Such an approach only serves to further confuse young people about the
Bible, thus, in many cases, alienating them from it. But those who truly seek to
understand God’s Word, without adding their own interpretation (II Peter 1:20),
will find that there is simplicity in it (I Corinthians 11:3).

Children need to be taught this simplicity! They need to know who and
what they are—and why they were born—that they are future sons of God in
the making!

You were born for a reason. Your life has a SUPREME PURPOSE! The Bible
reveals how to be in harmony with the true God—and His purpose for life. The
world is ignorant of this. So are most parents. They have no idea how or what
to teach their children. No one is guiding parents, because no one knows sow
to guide them. Sadly, though the Bible is a gripping, interesting—even fasci-
nating—book of true stories (all part of one great story), most find it dull, dry
and boring.

This series is written to completely change this misconception in the minds
of people of all ages! It uses language designed to expand your mind through
the use of word pictures. Our goal has been to make the Bible real—to make it
talk directly to parents and children. With only a little explanation, parents will
be able to read these volumes to children as young as age three.

In today’s world, youth are universally misguided, abused, neglected and
ignored and this fuels a variety of rampant, escalating social problems. This is
because society as a whole has rejected the SOURCE of true happiness, success,
peace and fulfillment—GoD’s WoORD. As King Solomon admonished, “Train
up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from
it” (Proverbs 22:6).

How many are even attempting to do this today?

Many true doctrines of God were restored to His Church in the middle of
the 20th century. By the 1990s, they had largely been discarded by its new lead-
ers. Part of our commission is to once again “restore what was restored” and to



continue to “turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the
children to their fathers” (Malachi 4:6). The Restored Church of God has com-
pletely restored all God’s doctrines to the Church!

Under the faithful leadership of Herbert W. Armstrong (1892-1986), vari-
ous Church youth programs were established as part of the fulfillment of this
important responsibility. These included the Y.O.U. program (Youth
Opportunities United—for teens), and the Y.E.S. program (Youth Educational
Services—for young children). There was also a Summer Educational Program
(S.E.P.), providing teenagers with the opportunity to fellowship with other
teens and develop many skills and talents in a camp environment.

There was also much youth-oriented literature, oftered to the young people
of God’s Church. These included a Youth magazine for teenagers, Youth Bible
Lessons for children from kindergarten through sixth grade—and The Bible
Story series.

Children are far too precious to ignore or neglect. While parents must uti-
lize the tools that are available to them, they cannot do this if these tools have
not been created.

As the only true extension of Mr. Armstrong’s ministry, The Restored
Church of God is re-creating these same written tools—as well as the maga-
zines, books, booklets, articles and letters that once taught the full truth of God
to millions around the world.

This series is being rewritten—with new volumes to appear on a regular
basis—to once again make the Bible simple, so that the stories in it come to
life! But these volumes are not just for children! It is our hope that parents and
children alike will enjoy and benefit from them. Its forerunner was a six-vol-
ume work, once described as “written for children 5 to 105.” The original series
is no longer available—but this new one is!



CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

MICAH HIRES A PRIEST

ur story thus far: During the era of the judges, the people of Israel

drifted away from God and His laws. Instead of relying on the
Eternal to show them the right way to live, every man did what seemed
right in his own eyes (Judges 17:6). This led to constant trouble, grief
and misery for the nation of Israel.

With each generation, the Israelites became more and more like the
pagan nations God had warned His people not to copy. Selfishness and
corruption had spread throughout the Promised Land, accompanied by
idolatry and superstition.

A Wrong Way to Worship God

Living in the mountains of Ephraim was a superstitious woman who
discovered that her silver had been mysteriously stolen—all 1,100
pieces of it. This upset her so much that she pronounced a curse on the
unknown thief.

The woman’s son, Micah, heard her prayer and began to worry, for
it was he who was the thief. Driven by fear, Micah approached his
mother and said, “Do you remember those 1,100 pieces of silver that
were stolen from you?”

“Of course I do,” she said. “I put a curse on the thief who stole them
from me, whoever he is.”

“Yes. I overheard you when you pronounced the curse. Well, I'm
the one who took your silver.”

Not wanting her son to suffer from the curse, Micah’s mother said,
“I pray that God will bless you, my son.”

Then Micah returned the stolen money.

Pleased, his mother said, “I had planned to dedicate this silver to
honor the Eternal on your behalf.” So she took 200 pieces of the silver
and paid a silversmith to make a carved image and a molten image—
idols—for her son.

Micah’s mother may have had good intentions, but she was break-
ing God’s laws. Over the last 6,000 years, carnal-minded people have
used their human reasoning to think of manmade ways to serve and



worship God. But God wants His people to worship Him His way,
according to His laws, judgments and statues—and not with idols.

When the images were finished, Micah used them to set up a shrine
(a private place of worship) in his home, also making an ephod and
household idols for his shrine. He even set apart one of his sons to be
his priest!

Back in the days of Moses, when Israel was wandering in the
wilderness, God commanded that an ephod be made for His high
priest. The ephod was a sleeveless vestment of gold, blue, purple and
scarlet, and made with fine linen. Twelve precious stones were embed-
ded in its breastplate; these represented the 12 tribes of Israel. The
ephod was to be worn by the high priest in officially serving God. It
was not for private use, as in Micah’s case.

Micah was pleased with himself. “Now we no longer need to trav-
el all the way to Shiloh,” he thought, “to worship at God’s tabernacle.
We have our own tabernacle right here!”

Micah’s personal shrine was a counterfeit of God’s holy tabernacle,
which was at Shiloh. Only God had the authority to establish taberna-
cles, temples and other holy places. And only He had the right to set
up priests.

Like most of the Israelites of his day, Micah did not pay close atten-
tion to the details of God’s laws and teachings. He thought that his own
personal way of worshipping God—including using idols—was good
enough.

But Micah was mistaken. The Eternal only accepts those who obey
Him His way (Judges 17:1-5).

Like everyone else in the land, Micah acted as his own king, or
leader of authority. No one could tell him what to do.

An Ungodly Arrangement

One day a young Levite named Jonathan departed from Bethlehem,
which was in the territory of Judah, and looked for a suitable place that
would hire his priestly services. Rather than serving Israel from one of
the 48 cities God had given the tribe of Levi, Jonathan wanted to seek
his own fortune. He looked out only for himself.

The young man’s journey eventually led him to Micah’s house.
When Micah learned that Jonathan was a Levite, he said, “Why not
stay here with me? You can serve me as my own priest and tell me
what God wants me to do. Every year I will pay you ten pieces of sil-
ver and one complete set of clothes. I'll also provide all your food.”

Jonathan thought to himself, “This sounds like a great deal. Free



Micah presents Jonathan
with an intriguing proposition.
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food and clothes, plus money, t00.”

So the young Levite agreed, selling his services to be Micah’s pri-
vate priest—which no man has the authority to do. Even today, there
are men who claim to be ministers of God, who hire themselves out
from church to church, serving the wants of men.

Micah was excited. He smiled, and clapped his hand, saying, “Now
that I have a Levite as my priest, I know that God will favor me.”
Micah deceived himself into believing that he could gain God’s
approval his own way rather than God’s way.

Jonathan moved into his new home, and Micah treated him like one
of his own sons (Judges 17:7-13).

The Troubles of Dan

Meanwhile, the tribe of Dan was looking for a land in which to live.
Though the other Israelite tribes had territories, the people of Dan
failed to rely upon God’s power to conquer their allotted portion of the
Promised Land. The fierce, war-like Amorites had driven the Danites
up into the mountains. Eventually, Dan gave up fighting for their
inheritance, which was the western end of a strip of land between
Judah and Ephraim. So the Danites began to look for a new, easier ter-
ritory to conquer and colonize.

Dan sent five men of valor to spy out the land. From Zorah and
Eshtaol, these men eventually came to the mountains of Ephraim,
where they met Micah. Confident that God was with him, Micah said
to the five Danites, “You men have traveled far—you must be hungry
and tired. Come, stay the night in my home in peace and safety.”

The men eagerly agreed.

That night, when they heard Jonathan’s voice, the Danites recog-
nized from his accent that the young man was not from Ephraim.

Privately, they asked him, “Where do you come from? What are
you doing here in Ephraim? Who brought you here?”

Jonathan explained that Micah had hired him to be his priest. Then
he told them, “Micah treats me extremely well, like I was one of his
sons.”

The Danites said to him, “Please talk to God for us and ask Him if
our mission will be a success.”

“Go 1n peace,” the young priest answered. “Do not worry. God 1s
with you. He is pleased with what you are doing.” Jonathan gave these
men the answer they wanted to hear. In doing so, Jonathan misused
God’s name to give his message authority.

Greatly encouraged, the five men departed the next day. Their jour-
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ney took them up north, to the town of Laish, which was located in a
valley controlled by the town of Beth-Rehob. Laish was a prosperous
colony that was blessed to have fertile land and no enemies. Its people
were colonists from the land of Sidon. Even though Sidon was too far
away to protect them, the people of Laish did not bother to protect their
secluded town with walls, for they all lived in safety and peace, with-
out cruel overlords to oppress them. And, unlike other towns and vil-
lages, the leaders of Laish never asked the nearby towns to help them
in case of an attack.

The five men of Dan spied out Laish from a safe distance, and con-
cluded that their tribe could easily take over the town. “This place is per-
fect for us,” they said among themselves. “This is truly a blessing from
God—just as that Levite said!”

So they hurried back to Zorah and Eshtaol, and told their kinsmen
and fellow Danites what they had discovered.

“Everyone, arise! Let’s go!” the five men said. “We’ve seen the land
that God wants us to conquer—and it’s very good land, with enough
room for us all. It has everything we will ever need. What are you wait-
ing for? Let’s attack and take it.”

One soldier said, “Hold on. What about the people there? Will they
put up much of a fight?”

“No,” they answered. “The people of Laish think they’re safe, that
they don’t need protection. They haven’t even bothered to protect their
town behind a walled defense. Clearly, God is giving the land to us!”

Excited and filled with anticipation, 600 Danite warriors armed
themselves with weapons and departed for Laish, bringing along their
families (Judges 18:1-11).

Jonathan Sells Out

On the way to Laish, the Danites camped near Kiriath-Jearim, in the
territory of Judah. Afterward, they marched up into the mountains of
Ephraim.

When they drew near to Micah’s house, the five men who had been
spies asked their fellow soldiers, “Did you know that someone in this
village has a private shrine, along with several idols and a sacred
ephod? What should we do about this?”

The 600 warriors said, “Perhaps we can put these to our own use.”
Then they left the road and went to Micah’s house. The five men who
had been there before went inside and took Micah’s ephod and house-
hold idols. Meanwhile, the other warriors stood guard at the gate.

When Jonathan the Levite priest saw what was happening, he
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shouted, “Hold on there! What are you doing?”

The men said, “Quiet! Keep your mouth shut and listen. Why not
come with us and be our priest, so you can tell us what God wants us
to do? Why stay here and be a priest for just one man’s family when
you can be the priest for a clan—or even a whole tribe of Israel?”

Jonathan liked their idea. It appealed to his lust for power and
authority. So he helped the men of Dan steal Micah’s tools of idol wor-
ship. Once again, Jonathan had sold his services to the highest bidder.

When Micah, who had been away, finally returned home, he was
shocked to discover that his priest and tools of idolatry were missing.
He quickly gathered his neighbors to help him get his things back.

Then Micah and his neighbors rode out after the thieves. They soon
caught up with the people of Dan and shouted for them to stop.

The Danite warriors turned to face Micah and said, “What’s wrong?
What is so important that you felt the need to bring all these men with
you?”

Micah answered, “You know why I’m here. You stole my house-
hold idols, which were specially made for me. And you took my priest,
too. I don’t have anything left!”

“Don’t raise your voice at us. We don’t want to hear any more about
it,” the leaders of Dan said. “And you better not make us angry, or you
will get yourself and your family killed!”
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Then the leaders ordered the tribe to continue their journey. Micah
was outnumbered and he knew it. He realized that he did not have
enough men to stop them. As the tribe of Dan marched off into the dis-
tance, Micah and his neighbors stood by helplessly and watched. And
then, reluctantly, Micah and his men returned home empty-handed
(Judges 18:12-26).

The City of Dan

The tribe of Dan, along with Jonathan, continued their march until they
finally came to the defenseless town of Laish. With lightning speed,
the warriors of Dan made a surprise attack on the unsuspecting towns-
people, killing everyone they could find and burning everything to the
ground.

The tribe of Dan then rebuilt the town and settled in it, calling their
new home Dan, which became the northernmost point of Israel.
(Throughout their history, the people of Dan usually named their sur-
roundings—rivers, towns, regions, etc.—after themselves. The
Danube River and the country of Denmark are just two of many exam-
ples.)

Since God’s holy tabernacle was way down south in Shiloh, the
Danites reasoned that it was too far to offer sacrifices to God there. So
they used the idols and other pagan tools they had stolen from Micah
and set up their own place of worship. They even set apart Jonathan to
be their high priest—which God did not give them the authority to do!

Of all those who were involved in this sin, Jonathan knew better.
Not only was he born and raised as a Levite—which meant that he
knew what God expected from him and His people—Jonathan also
was the grandson of Moses! (In the King James Version of the Bible,
the oldest translation of God’s Word, Judges 18:30 records that
Jonathan was the grandson of ‘“Manasseh.” However, this was changed
many centuries ago by the people who originally copied the Bible by
hand. They changed Moses’ name to Manasseh in that verse in order
to honor Moses and distance him from the disgraceful actions of his
grandson.)

Jonathan proved to be the opposite of his famous grandfather—
selfish, covetousness and deceitful. Had he truly cared about the
Danites, he would have refused to be their high priest, and he would
have taught them God’s ways.

Jonathan and his descendants served as priests for the tribe of Dan,
causing them to serve idols for many generations (verses 27-31).
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CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

ISRAEL’S CIVIL WAR

certain Levite who lived deep in the mountains of Ephraim took for

himself a concubine. They lived together like husbands and wives
do, but they were not married. This was a sin against God. Like all
Levites, this man had been raised from birth to know God’s laws and to
teach them to Israel. But, like the majority of the people of Israel, this
Levite was not concerned with following God with all his heart and
soul.

As a result, the man lacked God’s wisdom. Not only did he get into
a sinful, unmarried relationship with a woman, but his concubine was
also a harlot—an unfaithful woman who betrayed her lover by having
sinful, marriage-like relations with other men.

Upon discovering this, the Levite became so angry that the woman
fearfully ran back home to live with her father in Bethlehem.

After four months had passed, the Levite missed her so much that he
decided to go to Bethlehem. He thought to himself, “Perhaps I can con-
vince her to come back home with me.” So the Levite and his servant
took two donkeys and headed for Bethlehem.

The Levite soon found that his concubine was so happy to see him
that she invited him into her family’s home.

Even her father was glad to see the Levite, wanting him and his
daughter to reconcile. Every time the Levite was ready to head back
home, the father convinced him to stay; he did not want him to leave.
So the Levite stayed with them for three days, feasting with the
woman’s father.

By the fifth day, the Levite, the concubine and his servant got up
early to leave. But the woman’s father said, “Stay, eat, so you can keep
up your strength. Why go now when you can leave right after lunch?”

Convinced once again, the Levite stayed, eating and drinking and
having a merry time well past lunch.

Finally, when the Levite got up to leave for home, the woman’s
father said, “Please stay. It’s already late afternoon. If you leave now,
you won’t get very far before night comes. Stay with us one more night
and enjoy yourself. You can always leave early tomorrow morning.”

Though he knew that the man was right, the Levite was determined
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to get back home without further delay. So he had his servant saddle the
donkeys, then the Levite, the woman and his servant departed
Bethlehem, and headed for the mountains of Ephraim (Judges 19:1-10).

Finding a Place to Spend the Night

By the time sunset drew near and the sky began to get dark, the Levite
and his party only managed to travel as far as Jebus. (The Israelites
used to call it Jerusalem, but the city had been seized by the Jebusites,
who now controlled it.) In those days, there were no paved superhigh-
ways or streetlamps to safely guide travelers to their destination.
Traveling in the dark was dangerous.

As they came near the city, which was only a few miles from
Bethlehem, the servant of the Levite said, “Let’s stop and spend the
night in this town.”

But his master said, “No. The people of Jebus aren’t Israelites. We
wouldn’t be safe among these foreigners. We’ll move on and spend the
night at Gibeah. We can make it to there or maybe even to Ramah
before nightfall. Either way, we’ll be safe among fellow Israelites.”

So they traveled farther, until finally, just after sunset, they reached
Gibeah, which was in the territory that belonged to the tribe of
Benjamin.

They entered the Benjamite town and tried to find a safe place to
lodge for the night, but all of the innkeepers and town residents turned
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them away. “We have nothing available,” they said to the Levite.
“You’ll have to find another place to sleep.”

Since no one would have mercy on them and take them in, the three
travelers sat down in the open square just inside the town gates.

Shortly, an old man entered through Gibeah’s gates; he was on his
way home after having worked all day in the fields. Like the Levite, the
old man had been born and raised in the mountains of Ephraim, though
he now lived in Gibeah among Benjamites.

When he noticed the three travelers sitting in the open square, he
began to worry about them. He knew that it was not safe to stay out in
the open at night, for too many wicked men roamed the town after dark,
preying upon the weak and defenseless.

“Where are you going?” the old man asked the Levite. “Where did
you come from? Are you travelers?”

“We’re just passing through. We came from Bethlehem in Judah,”
the Levite answered. “We went there on a visit. We plan on going to
God’s holy tabernacle, and then we will return to our home in the
mountains of Ephraim.”

“Really?” asked the old man, surprised. He was glad to meet some-
one from his home region.

“Yes. But we have no place to spend the night. No one here will help
us. We brought food for our donkeys and bread and wine for our-
selves—we don’t need anything else except a place to sleep.”

The old man said, ““You are more than welcome to be guests in my
home for the night. Whatever you do, don’t stay out here—it isn’t safe!”

The Levite accepted his invitation. The old man brought his guests
into his house and showered them with warm hospitality. He fed their

donkeys, had his guests’ feet washed, and served them a hearty meal
(Judges 19:11-21).

Wickedness in Gibeah

As the old man and his guests feasted and enjoyed themselves, a
gang of wicked men surrounded the house and started banging on the
door. The Bible calls them “sons of Belial,” meaning that, as human
tools of Satan the devil, these worthless men had cast off the yoke of
decency and sold themselves to do evil.

The gang of wicked men shouted, “Old man, we know that a
stranger came to your house tonight. Send him out, so we can abuse
him!”

All laughter and smiles stopped. Beads of sweat began to drip
down the old man’s forehead. The Levite began to worry.
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The old man said to him, “I’ll take care of this,” and went outside
to speak to the gang.

“My friends,” he said, “I beg you, please don’t commit such a
horrible sin against this man. He is a guest in my home. I must see to
his safety. If you want someone to abuse, let me send out my daugh-
ter instead. She is unmarried, and has never been with a man. If that
1s not enough, I’ll even send out this man’s concubine wife. You can
abuse them or do whatever else you want, but please don’t do such a
horrible sin against my guest.”

According to the custom of the times, the old man was supposed
to defend his guests. However, because Israel had forgotten the one
true God, even when people tried to do the right thing, they ended up
doing it the wrong way. Without relying on God and living accord-
ing to His ways, people did what seemed right in their own eyes. This
always leads to suffering, misery—and even death.

The gang refused to listen to the old man.

The Levite, selfishly fearing more for his safety than for the safe-
ty of the woman he claimed to love, grabbed his concubine and
shoved her outside! She went kicking and screaming, but the cow-
ardly Levite cared only about himself.

All that night, the men abused and mistreated the concubine,
while the Levite cowered in safety. Despite her screams for help, no
one came to her rescue.

Finally, just before sunrise, the evil men let the woman go. She
stumbled back to the house where the Levite had spent the night, and
collapsed at the door.

Early that morning, the Levite woke up and got ready to leave. He
opened the front door and found his concubine lying on the ground
with her hands on the doorstep.

“Get up!” he ordered. “It’s time to leave.”

But she did not move. The concubine was dead.

Quietly, the Levite lifted her lifeless body, which was bloody and
bruised, onto his donkey and departed for home.

Once he reached home, the Levite took a large knife and cut the
woman’s body into 12 pieces, from limb to limb. Then he ordered
messengers to take one piece to each tribe of Israel.

He said, “Tell my fellow Israelites about the wickedness that the
men of Gibeah did to my concubine. Then ask them if such evil like
this has ever happened since Israel left Egypt. Tell them to think
about it, talk it over, and decide what should be done.”

Of course, the Levite failed to mention that he had acted like a
coward and failed to protect the woman he supposedly loved.
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The Levite’s plan was to get revenge on Gibeah, and, perhaps ease
his conscience for failing to rescue the concubine. He reasoned that
her body parts and his message would cause the rest of Israel to get
angry over what had happened, and to desire revenge (Judges 19:22-
19).

Seeking Revenge

The Levite’s plan was working. All who received the body parts and
message, or who had only heard about it, were outraged. All through-
out the land of Israel, the people said, “This is horrible! Nothing like
this has ever happened since the day Israel left Egypt” (Judges
19:30).

A national assembly of Israelite troops—from Dan up north, to
Beersheba down south, as well as those from Gilead (except for the
town of Jabesh) from the other side of the Jordan River—gathered at
Mizpah. The 400,000 warriors had one purpose: Revenge!

Meanwhile, news about the meeting at Mizpah reached the tribe
of Benjamin.

The generals met with the Levite and asked, “How could such a
horrible thing happen?”

The man answered, “My concubine and I went into the town of
Gibeah to spend the night there. Later that night, a gang of wicked
Gibeah men surrounded the house. These Benjamites planned to kill
me, but instead they abused the woman so much she died. I could not
believe that fellow Israelites could be so cruel to one of their own
countrymen. So I cut up her body into 12 pieces and sent them
throughout Israel. You represent the people of Israel—you must
decide what should be done about the men of Gibeah.”

Once again, the Levite left out the fact that he had dragged his
concubine out of the house, throwing her to her doom.

All the leaders agreed as one man: “None of us will go home.
Each tribe shall send one tenth of its men to bring back food for the
army. The men of Gibeah deserve to be punished for this sin.
Therefore, we will ask God which should attack first.”

The leaders of Israel sent messengers to every town and village in
Benjamin, and gave them this message: “How could wickedness
occur among you? We cannot allow such a terrible crime to go
unpunished. We must remove this evil from Israel. Deliver these evil
sons of Belial over to us, and we will put them to death!”

But the people of Benjamin refused. Even though they were vastly
outnumbered, the hearts of the Benjamites were hardened against jus-
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tice and decency. They refused to yield to what was right. By not giv-
ing up the gang of men from Gibeah, Benjamin, in effect, was saying,
“We stand by their wickedness.”

So the towns and villages all over Benjamin’s territory gathered its
troops, who marched to Gibeah. Among them were 700 left-handed
warriors who were experts at slinging rocks at small targets—they
never missed! From within the city’s walls, they could kill attackers
without ever being touched. With Gibeah’s 700 warriors, Benjamin
had 26,700 troops to fight against Israel’s 400,000 revenge-seeking
soldiers (Judges 20:1-17).

Self-righteous Israel

Through Phinehas the high priest, the leaders of Israel’s army asked
God, “Which tribe should be the first to attack Benjamin?”

God answered, “Judah shall go first.”” Though God told them who
should attack first, Israel did not ask Him if it was His will that they
attack Benjamin. Israel was being self-righteous. Instead of asking God
about what they should do, they took matters into their own hands. They
decided for themselves the right thing to do.

The next morning, the army moved and encamped near Gibeah. Then
the warriors of Judah—the best of Israel’s fighting men—departed for
the battlefield.

Suddenly, Benjamin’s soldiers rushed out of Gibeah and attacked.
When the day was over, 22,000 Israelite soldiers had been cut down!

Surprised by their humiliating defeat, Israel’s army regrouped and
prepared to do battle the next day. They were encouraged because this
time they sought God’s counsel with tears of sorrow. They had asked
Him, through the high priest, “Should we attack the people of Benjamin
again, even though they are our fellow Israelites?”

“Yes,” God replied, “attack them again!”

Greatly encouraged, Israel set out to attack Gibeah. But Benjamin’s
soldiers rushed out of the town and attacked—another 18,000 Israelite
soldiers lay dead on the battlefield!

Clearly, something was wrong. God was not giving Israel the victory.

This was because the Israelites were still relying on their own
strength. They thought they would succeed because their cause was right
and they vastly outnumbered Benjamin’s troops. But God gives victory
to those who put Him first, who serve His will—not their own.

This time, all of Israel humbled themselves with prayer and fasting—
denying themselves food and drink in order to truly seek God and to help
them recognize that they desperately needed Him. At about sunset, they
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offered burnt offerings and peace offerings to God before the Ark of the
Covenant, which represented His throne, the seat of God’s supreme
authority. The Israelites truly wanted to please God and ask for His
blessing.

When their fast had ended, Phinehas the high priest prayed, “O
Eternal, the people of Benjamin are fellow Israelites. Should we stop
fighting or should we attack them again? Please tell us Your will.”

God answered, “Attack! Tomorrow, I will deliver them into your
hand.”

Immediately, Israel set men in ambush all around Gibeah, secretly
surrounding the town. The next day, Israel attacked.

Overconfident from their previous victories, the Benjamites rushed
out as before. The Israelites pretended to run away, like Joshua and his
men had done years earlier at the city of Ai, drawing their attackers away
from Gibeah. About thirty Israelites were slain. Their quick deaths
caused the warriors of Benjamin to gleefully boast, “We’re defeating
them just like we did before!”

The fleeing Israelites headed for Baal-Tamar, where they regrouped.
Meanwhile, 10,000 of Israel’s best soldiers, who were hiding west of
Gibeah, arose and made a surprise attack on the town gates. They rushed
in and captured Gibeah, killing everyone within. Then they set the town
on fire, using the smoke as a signal for the fleeing Israelite troops to turn
around and attack the Benjamite soldiers.

In the chaos of heavy fighting, the Benjamite warriors saw clouds of
smoke rising coming from Gibeah and realized that the town, their only
safe haven, was ablaze. Then the soldiers they had been pursuing sud-
denly began to attack! Frightened out of their minds, the Benjamites
panicked, for they knew that they had no place to run to. Cut off from
Gibeah’s protection, they ran for the countryside. But the Israelites
chased them down and overtook them. Many tried to escape, but the
Israelites stayed right behind them, keeping up the attack. And they were
even joined by men from nearby towns, who helped kill Benjamin’s
fleeing troops. About 25,000 Benjamites were killed that day.

In the horrible aftermath of Israel’s civil war, about 26,100 Benjamite
warriors had been slain. Yet, 600 soldiers did manage to escape into the
wilderness. As they raced to find a safe place to regroup, they thought
about the victory God had given to their fellow Israelites. They made it
to Rimmon Rock, where they stayed for four months.

Meanwhile, the Israelites turned back and killed all the Benjamites
they could find, setting ablaze all of Benjamin’s towns and villages, and
destroying their animals as well. The 600 Benjamites hiding at Rimmon
Rock were the last of their tribe (Judges 20:18-48).

21



Finding Wives for Benjamin

At Mizpah, the leaders of Israel had taken an oath. They swore to never
allow any of Israel’s daughters to marry survivors of Benjamin.
However, they soon learned that the tribe of Benjamin had been nearly
wiped out. If something was not done soon, Israel would be missing an
entire tribe.

When the people realized this, they all wept, and cried out to God.
In their prayers they said, “How could this have happened, Eternal
God?”

It happened because Israel had taken their revenge too far.

And now Israel had a serious problem: They did not want the tribe
of Benjamin to die out, but they could not break their oath and allow
their daughters to marry Benjamin’s survivors.

Early the next morning, the Israelites built an altar and offered sac-
rifices to please God and to ask His blessing.

Then they asked each other, “We need to get wives for our brother
Benjamites so that their tribe won’t be erased. Were there any Israelite
tribes who stayed away from the meeting at Mizpah and did not take the
oath with us?”

After asking around, they discovered that no one had come from the
clan of Jabesh Gilead, which was across the Jordan River. Before the
civil war began, Israel swore to destroy any among them who did not
join their cause. Since the soldiers of Jabesh Gilead did not assist their
fellow Israelites, they were counted worthy of death.

So Israel sent 12,000 warriors to attack Jabesh Gilead. Their orders
were to kill every man, woman and child. But they were told to spare
the lives of young female virgins, those who had never married nor had
marriage-like relations with other men.

The 12,000 soldiers carried out their orders, destroying Jabesh
Gilead and its people. And they brought back 400 young virgins—400
wives for Benjamin (Judges 21:1-12).

Suffering From Their Own Foolishness

The Israelites sent messengers to the 600 surviving Benjamites at
Rimmon Rock, telling them, “We want to make peace with you. We
don’t want your tribe to die out.”
Naturally, the Benjamites were suspicious, but they soon realized that
Israel was serious when they received 400 young virgins to marry.
However, there weren’t enough women. There were still 200 men
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who needed to get married and start families. Again, Israel grieved for
Benjamin.

So the elders of Israel came up with a plan: “We cannot give
Benajmin our daughters to marry, else we break our oath and be cursed.
But what if we provide a way for the Benjamites to take brides for them-
selves?”

They told the Benjamites to lie in wait at Shiloh, where a holy festi-
val was taking place (this may have been the Feast of Tabernacles).
During the festival, it was customary for the daughters of Shiloh to come
out and perform dances.

The 200 Benjamites hid in the vineyards and watched. When the
daughters separated from the festival crowds to dance, the Benjamites
rushed out and grabbed the young women, taking them home to be their
wives—ijust as the elders of Israel had planned.

When the fathers and brothers of these women complained, the eld-
ers said to them, “Be kind to Benjamin. Their tribe must not die out.
Besides, it’s not as though you broke your oath and gave your daughters
away; you won’t be under a curse. This is best for all Israel.”

Having taken enough wives to begin new families, the men of
Benjamin went back home and rebuilt their towns and villages. And, sat-
isfied with themselves, Israel’s massive army disbanded, each tribe
going back to their own territory.

Not once did Israel seek God in solving Benjamin’s problem. Every
man decided to do what seemed right in his own eyes. As you can see,
people who do not respect God’s government or obey His righteous laws
suffer from their own foolishness (Judges 21:13-25).
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CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

THE STORY OF RUTH

ow it came to pass that, during the days when God used judges

to lead His people, there was a famine in the land. A man named
Elimelech, an Ephrathite from Bethlehem, which was about six miles
south of Jerusalem, went to sojourn (or temporarily live) in Moab.
He took with him his wife Naomi and his two sons, Mahlon and
Chilion.

After some time of living in Moab and settling in among the peo-
ple there, Elimelech died. Because their father was no longer alive to
properly guide them, Mahlon married Ruth, whose name means
“friendship,” while Chilion married Orpah—they were both foreign
Moabite women. The family continued to dwell in Moab about
another ten years.

And then Mahlon and Chilion died. Naomi, their mother, was now
alone; she no longer had any living blood relatives in Moab. The
weight of being alone grew heavy upon her until, one day, she decid-
ed to return to her homeland.

Naomi explained this to her daughters-in-law, adding, “I’ve heard
reports that the Eternal has removed the famine that had struck my
homeland. God is now giving my people plenty of bread to eat.
Though, I do care for you, I long to be with my relatives. The time
to go back is now.”

Orpah and Ruth also cared for their mother-in-law, and they want-
ed to take care of her. So they decided to accompany Naomi on her
return to Judah.

On their journey, Naomi began to worry about her daughters-in-
law. She told them, “Go back—each of you should return to your
mother’s house, and care for your own mother. I appreciate that you
have supported me after my husband and sons have died. Other
women would have abandoned me, especially since I am not of your
people. But both of you have treated me with kindness and respect.
Therefore, may the Eternal deal kindly with you, just as you have
dealt with me. And may God bless each of you to find a new husband
and grant you a new home.”

Then she kissed Orpah and Ruth, and wept.
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Naomi’s daughters-in-law said, “No, we will not go back. We will
come with you and live among your people.” They loved her so much
that they were willing to leave their own country.

But Naomi insisted, saying, “You have truly been daughters to
me. But for your own sakes, go back to your people. Why go with me
to live in a foreign land? There is nothing in it for you. I am too old
to get married again and produce more sons for you to marry. And
even if I could, would you wait for them year after year until they
were old enough to marry? Why deny yourselves finding husbands
now, when you are still young and full of life? No, my daughters, for
it grieves me much for your sakes that the hand of the Eternal is gone
out against me.”

And they all wept again.

Then Orpah, accepting her mother-in-law’s reasoning, kissed
Naomi goodbye and returned to Moab. But Ruth refused to go back.

Naomi pleaded with Ruth to change her mind. She said, “Orpah
has gone back to her people, and her foreign gods and customs. If
you come with me, you will be a foreigner among my people. You
should do as your sister-in-law did and return to Moab.”

But Ruth was an unusual woman. Even though she, as a Moabite,
grew up among false religious customs and traditions, she wanted
none of these things. The followers of Chemosh, the chief false god
of Moab, were required to offer up their little babies for child sacri-
fices!

Ruth said to Naomi, “Please, do not force me to go back. I do not
want to leave you. Wherever you go, I will go, and wherever you
live, I will live. Your people shall be my people, and your God shall
be my God. And wherever you settle down and eventually die, I will
die there, too, and be buried with you. May the Eternal deal with me
if I allow anything but death to come between you and me.”

Naomi was amazed by her daughter-in-law’s unusual faith. When
she saw how determined Ruth was to accompany her to Judah,
Naomi decided to stop trying to change her mind (Ruth 1:1-18).

Naomi Returns Home

The journey from Moab took more than a week. Naomi and Ruth had
to descend from the hills of Moab, down into the lush Jordan Valley,
and then ascend into the hill country of Naomi’s people.

Eventually, the two women came to Bethlehem, at the beginning of
the barley harvest (which was usually in the middle to end of April).
News of Naomi’s arrival spread throughout the town. Her friends and
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relatives, whom she had not seen for many years, came out to greet her,
saying, “After all these years, can this be Naomi?” The last time they
had seen her, Naomi was a young wife and mother. Now she was an
old widow, weathered by age and life experiences.

“Do not call me Naomi. Instead, call me Mara. For the Almighty
God has dealt very bitterly with me. When I left for Moab years ago, I
went out full and satisfied, with a loving husband and two growing
sons. But the Eternal has brought me back home again empty; I am
without either husband or sons. So why call me Naomi, seeing that the
Almighty has testified against me, and has afflicted me with this trial?”

The name Naomi means “beautiful” and “pleasant,” while Mara
means “bitter” (Ruth 1:19-22).

Ruth Meets Boaz

One day, in need of food supplies, Ruth said to Naomi, ‘“The crops are
being harvested. Let me go out of the city to glean ears of corn in the
field after him in whose sight I may find favor.”

Naomi replied, “Go, my daughter.”

Long ago, God established laws that allowed the fatherless, wid-
ows, and foreigners living among the Israelites to follow behind the
workers who reaped the harvest, and collect the grain that was left for
them. Just as God had mercy on His people Israel and delivered them
from Egypt, He expected them to have mercy on the poor. But instead
of simply giving them the food, God expected the needy to gather it for
themselves. In this way, they would appreciate God’s merciful ways
and not take them for granted (Leviticus 19:9-10; 23:22; Deuteronomy
24:19-21).

So Ruth left Bethlehem to glean from the fields. Unknowingly (but
nevertheless, arranged by God), she came to a part of a community
field that belonged to Boaz. He was a valiant man of great wealth and
influence—and he just happened to be a relative of Naomi’s dead hus-
band. The name Boaz means “strength.”

Ruth asked the foreman, “Please let me glean and gather after the
reapers among the sheaves.” Sheaves were bundles of grain stalks that
were tied together to carry to the threshing floor.

Knowing that his master was an honest and upright man, the ser-
vant allowed Ruth to glean from Boaz’s field. Ruth happily worked
throughout the day, gathering crops as much as she could.

As she continued gathering, Boaz arrived and greeted his servants,
who were reaping the bountiful harvested. He said to them, “May the
Eternal be with you!”
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And they all answered, “May the Eternal bless you, Boaz!” These
men were happy to be working for such an honest, diligent, God-
fearing man.

Boaz surveyed the scene and noticed that a beautiful woman was
gleaning crops from his field. Guided by God, Boaz asked his ser-
vant, the foreman in charge of Boaz’s reapers, “Whose young woman
is this? Who is she?”

The servant said, “That is the Moabite woman who accompanied
Naomi out from Moab. She asked me to allow her to glean and gath-
er after the reapers. She has been working hard from morning until
now, only resting for a little in the house.” This house was really a
temporary shelter that sat by the side of the field.

Impressed, Boaz approached Ruth and said to her, “Please listen
to me. Do not glean in another field, nor go from here, but stay close
to my young female servants, who are cutting the grain with sickles.
Keep your eyes on them and reap in the field where they reap.
Wherever they go, go with them. I have charged all my servants to
not lay a finger on you. And when you become thirsty, go to the ves-
sels and drink the water that the young men have drawn.”

Ruth was amazed at the favor she was being granted. She fell on
her face and bowed herself to the ground. She said to Boaz, “Why
have I found favor in your eyes, that you should take notice of me? I
am just a foreigner among your people.”

Boaz said, “I’ve heard of all that you have done for your mother-
in-law since your husband died—and how you have left your father
and mother, and the land of your birth, and have come to live among
strangers.”

Ruth then realized that Naomi had been quick to speak well of
her.

“May God repay you for your hard work and loyalty. And may
you receive a full reward from the Eternal God of Israel, whose
wings you have come to trust.”

Then Ruth said, “Let me find favor in your sight, my lord, for you
have comforted me. You have spoken kindly to me as though I was
your maidservant, even though I am not.”

At mealtime, Boaz said to Ruth, “Come here and eat of the bread,
and dip your piece in the vinegar.” The vinegar was a mixture of sour
wine and a little oil. It was used to quench the workers’ thirst, help-
ing them to labor under the hot sun.

Ruth sat beside the reapers, and they passed parched corn to her,
which she ate until she was satisfied. She put away the uneaten por-
tion of her lunch, and then went back to the field to resume gleaning.
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Boaz instructs his workers to leave
behind grain for Ruth to glean.
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After she left their presence, Boaz commanded his servants, “Let
Ruth glean among the sheaves, and let none of you rebuke her. And
also purposefully let some of the handfuls fall and leave them for her
so that she may glean these, too.”

Ruth gleaned in the field until evening came, beating out what she
had gathered. It came to about an ephah of barley—over one-half
bushel, weighing about 30 to 40 pounds. She took the fruit of her labor
and went back into Bethlehem.

As Naomi examined the bounty that her daughter-in-law had
brought home, Ruth took out the unfinished portion of her lunch and
gave it to Naomi to eat.

Naomi said, “Ruth, where have you gleaned today—in which field
did you work? May God bless the man who took notice of you.”

When Ruth explained that she had worked in Boaz’s field, Naomi
said, “Blessed be Boaz, a man of God! He has not failed to show kind-
ness to the living and to the dead. Boaz is one of our close relatives.”

Sometimes, husbands died without having sons to carry on the fam-
ily line. Whenever this happened, the widowed wife was to marry the
dead husband’s closest relative—a redeemer. Then the firstborn son of
their marriage would legally belong to the dead husband, ensuring that
his family line would continue. All sons born afterward would belong
to the new husband.

Naomi thought that perhaps Boaz could become Ruth’s redeemer,
and provide descendants for Mahlon.

Ruth told Naomi about Boaz’s instruction for Ruth to keep close to
his servants when gleaning crops, right up to the end of the harvest.”

Naomi agreed, saying, “It is good that you go work with his hand-
maids, so that other field workers do not encounter you in any other
field.”

From then on, Ruth followed Boaz’s instruction, to glean until the
end of the barley harvest and the wheat harvest (Ruth 2:1-23).

Ruth Finds a Redeemer

One day, Naomi approached Ruth with a matter that was growing heavy
on her mind. She said, “You have been such a wonderful daughter to me.
I feel responsible for your future security. You should get married again,
start a family and live life to the fullest.

“Now consider Boaz, our close relative. He is sifting his barley
tonight at the threshing floor. Bathe and anoint yourself, and put on your
best clothes. Then go down to the threshing floor where Boaz is work-
ing. But do not make your presence known to him until after he has fin-
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ished eating and drinking, and lies down to sleep. Take notice of where
he lies down, and then go in, uncover his feet, and lie down. Boaz will
tell you what you should do.”

Ruth nodded, saying, “I will do all that you have said.” So Ruth went
down to the threshing floor, and followed Naomi’s instruction.

After Boaz finished dinner, he felt sleepy, so he went to lie down at
the end of a heap of corn. Seeing this, Ruth quietly came near him and
uncovered his feet, and then lay down.

Around midnight, Boaz turned in his sleep and was startled to dis-
cover a woman lying at his feet! He said, “Who are you?”

Ruth answered, “I am Ruth, your maidservant. Spread your skirt over
your maidservant, for you are a near kinsman to me—a redeemer.”

Boaz said, “Blessed are you of the Eternal, for you have shown more
kindness in the latter end than at the beginning, in that you do not follow
young men, whether poor or rich. Now, my daughter, do not fear—I will
do all that you request, for all of Bethlehem knows that you are a virtu-
ous woman.

“Now, it’s true that I am your near kinsman and redeemer—howev-
er, there is a kinsman closer than I am. Wait here this night. In the morn-
ing, I shall see whether this man will perform the duty of a redeemer for
you. If he does, let him do it. But if he will not, then will I do the part of
a kinsman to you, just as surely as the Eternal lives.”

Ruth did as Boaz had instructed and lay down at his feet until morn-
ing. Then she arose before anyone could see her.

Boaz said, “Let it not be known that a woman came into the floor.
Bring the veil that you have brought with you and hold it.”

When she held it, Boaz measured some barley (twice as much as she
had previously gleaned), and gave it to her. He said, “Take this to Naomi.
I do not want you to go back to your mother-in-law empty-handed.”

Ruth took the much-appreciated gift, and then went back home to tell
Naomi all that Boaz had done.

Naomi said, “Sit still, Ruth, until you find out how this matter will
conclude itself. Boaz will not rest until he has finished the thing this very
day” (Ruth 3:1-18).

Boaz Redeems Ruth

Boaz went up to the gate, the public place where everyday business
transactions took place. Sitting down, Boaz saw the kinsman whom he
told Ruth about.

Boaz caught the man’s attention, and said, “Hold on! Sit down
here!” The man stopped and sat down next to Boaz.
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Then Boaz invited ten of the elders of Bethlehem to come sit down
with him, which they did.

Boaz said to the kinsman, ‘“Naomi, who has returned from Moab, is
about to sell a portion of land that belonged to our brother Elimelech.
I thought to let you know about this. You are the closest legal relative.
Buy the land in the presence of the inhabitants and before the elders of
my people. If you will redeem it, redeem it. But if not, then tell me, so
that I may know. Legally, there is none closer to redeem it beside you;
I am after you.”

The man said, “I will redeem it.”

Boaz said, “When you buy this field from Naomi, you must also
buy it from Ruth the Moabite, the wife of Naomi’s dead son. You must
keep alive the name of this man through his inheritance.” This meant
that the man would have to pay for a family—potential offspring with
Ruth—that would not be a part of his own family’s inheritance.

The kinsman said, “I can’t afford to redeem it for myself; it will
ruin my own inheritance in the process. You redeem my right to buy it.
I can’t redeem it.”

In order to confirm this business transaction, the two men followed
the custom of the times: The kinsman took off his sandal and gave it
to Boaz. This stood as a testimony, or witness, among the people of
Israel.

Then Boaz said to the elders and to all the other people there, “You
are witnesses this day: I have bought all that belonged to Elimelech,
his sons and Naomi. Moreover, I purchased Ruth the Moabite, the
widow of Mahlon, to be my wife, to keep alive the name of Mahlon
through his inheritance, so that the family name is not cut off from
among his brethren, nor from his position at the gate.”

All the people there, including the elders, said, “We are witnesses.
May the Eternal make the woman who is coming into your house like
Rachel and Leah, the two who built the house of Israel. And may you,
Boaz, prosper and be famous in Bethlehem. Let your house be like the
house of Pharez, whom Tamar bore to Judah, of the descendants God
shall give you from this young woman.”

So Boaz took Ruth to be his wife, and God blessed her to bear a
son, who was legally considered to be Mahlon’s son. All the sons born
to them later belonged to Boaz.

The women of the city said to Naomi, “Blessed be the Eternal, who
has not left you without a kinsman. May his name be famous through-
out Israel, and a restorer of life, and a nourisher of your old age—for
your daughter-in-law Ruth, who loves you, who is better to you than
seven sons, has borne him.”
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Naomi took her grandson to her bosom and nursed him.

Then the women said, “There 1s a son born to Naomi, and his name
shall be Obed.”

Years later, Boaz and Ruth became the great-grandparents of a very
special boy, whose name was David. We will soon read about him
(Ruth 4:1-22).
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CHAPTER SEVENTY

GOD CALLS SAMUEL

here was a man from the mountains of Ephraim, whose name was

Elkanah. He came from Ramah (I Samuel 1:19; 7:17), which was
about six miles north of Jerusalem. An Ephrathite, he was from the
tribe of Levi (I Chronicles 6).

In spite of God’s command for man to only be married to one wife
at a time, Elkanah had two wives. As a Levite born and raised to
know God’s laws, statutes and judgments, Elkanah should have
known better. His wife Peninnah bore him several children, but
Hannah, his other wife, was barren. This led Peninnah to believe that
she was better than Hannah, which is why she teased Hannah and
treated her as her rival.

Long ago, God ruled that Israelite men must attend His holy fes-
tivals before His tabernacle: The Days of Unleavened Bread, the
Feast of Firstfruits (later called Pentecost), and the Feast of
Tabernacles (Deuteronomy 16:1-17; Exodus 23:14-19; 34:23).

And so, every year, Elkanah left his home to worship the Eternal
and make sacrifices at God’s tabernacle, in Shiloh, which was about
20 miles north of Jerusalem, between Bethel and Shechem. When
Elkanah made his offering, he gave portions to Peninnah and to all of
her sons and daughters. But to Hannah he gave an even better por-
tion, for he loved Hannah and wanted her to know that he truly cared
for her.

And every year, Peninnah grew jealous of her husband’s generos-
ity toward Hannah. She taunted Hannah, constantly striving to irri-
tate her and cause her to worry and weep—even to the point of not
eating.

But Hannah and the others did not understand that God had shut
up Hannah’s womb to fulfill a great purpose.

Elkanah tried to comfort Hannah. He said, “Why do you weep and
deny yourself food? Why does your heart grieve so? Am I not better
to you than ten sons?”

After everyone in Shiloh had finished eating and drinking,
Hannah got up to find a place to pray. When she found a place,
Hannah cried in bitterness of soul as she earnestly prayed for God to
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hear her pleas. Her prayer was so intense, so heartfelt, that she made
a special vow to the Eternal.

She said, “Almighty God of Israel, if You will look upon the
affliction of your maidservant, and remember me, and give me a
baby boy, then I will give him to serve You all the days of his life as
a Nazarite. Never shall a razor come upon his head. Nor shall he
drink wine or eat grapes or raisins. And he shall not come near the
dead.” In saying this, Hannah was making a Nazarite vow for her
unborn child—if God would bless her with a boy (I Samuel 1:1-11).

God Hears Hannah’s Plea
Now Eli the high priest was sitting by a post of God’s tabernacle when
he took note of Hannah quietly praying. When he noticed that her lips

moved, but could not hear Hannah say anything, Eli thought, “This
woman must be drunk.” Unfortunately, due to Israel’s long, downhill
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slide into rottenness, it may not have been uncommon for drunks to
enter the sanctuary.

So he said to her, “How long will you be drunk? Put away your
wine.”

But Hannah answered, “No, my lord, I am not drunk. I'm just a
woman of great sorrow, and 1 was pouring out my heart to God in
prayer. Please do not confuse me for a servant of Belial, the false god
of the pagans. I pour out my complaints and grief only to the God of
Israel.” She poured out her whole heart to God, unlike many in the
world today who put on a big “show” when praying before people.

Eli realized he had made a mistake. He said to her, “Go in peace,
then and may the God of Israel grant what you have asked of Him.”

She said, “Thank you. And let your servant find favor in your sight.”

Then Hannah departed, and later ate food, for she was no longer sad.

Early the next morning, Elkanah and his family worshiped before
God, and then returned home to their house in Ramabh.

God remembered Hannah’s heartfelt pleas for His mercy, and it soon
came to pass that Hannah gave birth to a baby boy. She called him
Samuel, saying, “Because I have asked him of the Eternal.” In Hebrew,
the name Samuel means “heard of God” (I Samuel 1:9-20).

Young Samuel Dedicated to God’s Service

Once again, it was time for Elkanah and everyone in his family to go
up to Shiloh and offer the yearly sacrifice before God at His holy
tabernacle.

But Hannah did not go. She said to her husband, “I will not go up
until my baby is weaned—then I will bring him, so that he may appear
before God and spend his life serving Him in Shiloh.” Usually, babies
were not weaned from their mother’s milk until they were two or three
years old.

As her husband, Elkanah had the right to nullify or confirm his
wife’s vow (Numbers 30:6-15). Elkanah supported Hannah’s decision,
and said, “Do what seems good to you. Wait until you have weaned
Samuel; only the Eternal establish His word.”

So Hannah did as he said.

When the baby was finally weaned, she took him up to God’s tab-
ernacle, along with three bullocks, and one ephah of flour, and a bot-
tle of wine. She did this to fulfill her vow (Numbers 15:8-10).
However, in doing so, Hannah offered God three larger measures than
required, going above and beyond what was expected from her.

There, a bullock was slain, and baby Samuel was brought to Eli the
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high priest. Hannah said to him, “My lord, I am the woman that stood
by you here, praying to the Eternal. I asked God to bless me to give
birth to a baby boy.” Pointing to Samuel, she said, “This is the child I
prayed for. In return, I have lent my only son to the Eternal; as long as
Samuel lives, he shall serve God and do His work at the holy taberna-
cle.”

Hannah was gratefully giving her gift (baby Samuel) back to the
Giver (God).

Overflowing with joy, she prayed, “My heart rejoices in the Eternal,
for He is my strength. There is no other god besides the God of Israel.
Every person should watch his mouth, for the Eternal is a God of
knowledge, who judges people by their actions. He humbles those who
exalt themselves.” She was even inspired to speak of the One who will,
many centuries later, set up God’s kingdom and judge earth—Jesus
Christ (I Samuel 1:21-28; 2:1-11).

After the yearly sacrifice was offered and the festival ended,
Elkanah and his family returned home.

But Samuel was left in the care and training of Eli the high priest at
God’s earthly headquarters, in Shiloh. Samuel would learn to assist Eli
in carefully performing priestly duties.

“Sons of Belial”

Eli had two sons—Hophni and Phineas—who served under their
father as God’s priests. But in reality, Hophni and Phineas served
Satan, the god of this world (I Corinthians 4:4), and his way of self-
ishness and greed—the way of get. The Bible calls them the “sons of
Belial.” Though from birth they were raised in God’s special knowl-
edge, they did not truly know God. They knew of God, but they did
not know Him personally, for they did not obey God nor seek His
will.

In recognizing their loyal service to Him, God allowed His priests
to keep for themselves specific parts of a bull or sheep offering—the
shoulder, the cheeks and the stomach (Deuteronomy 18:3).

But Hophni and Phineas lusted for more. Every time an Israelite
came to offer meat sacrifices at Shiloh, these wicked priests had their
servant dip a three-prong hook into the pot in which the offering was
being boiled. The servant would then pull out all the meat he could
catch, and give it to his masters. This greedy practice soon became a
custom of these priests.

When a peace offering was given, the priest was to burn its fat on
the altar. However, God gave the breast to the high priest and his sons
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(Leviticus 7:28-31).

Eli’s sons had their servant take the offering before the fat was
burned. “Don’t bother roasting the fat or boiling the meat,” the ser-
vant would say. “The priest will take it from you raw.”

Sometimes a man who offered sacrifices replied, “But the fat needs
to be burned first; after this, the priest may take as much as his soul
desires” (verses 31-36; 10:14-15; Deuteronomy 18:1-5).

But the servant would say, “No! Give it to me now! If not, I will
take it from you by force!”

In God’s eyes, Hophni and Phineas were committing great sins.
Even worse, they were setting the wrong example for God’s people,
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and caused them to despise giving offerings. Eli’s sons acted as though
God did not exist, and therefore would not punish them for the sins.

When Eli was very old, he heard reports of all the wicked things
that his sons did to their fellow Israelites—especially how they mis-
treated and sinned with the women who assembled at God’s taberna-
cle. They treated God’s sanctuary the way pagan priests did with their
temples of false gods.

Eli approached Hophni and Phineas, and said, “Why do you com-
mit such evil acts? I have heard about the wicked dealings you have
done to God’s people. My sons, your sinful examples are causing your
brother Israelites to break God’s laws. If a man sins against another
man, he shall be judged by his peers. But if a man sins against the
Eternal, as you both do, who shall intervene for him? As His priests,
God expects you to set the right example for His people. If you con-
tinue to live the wrong way, God will slay you.”

Despite their father’s plea to repent, Hophni and Phineas did not
listen.

Though Eli rebuked them, he did not remove them from their
offices of leadership. As a result, their wicked example continued to
vex and poison Israel. Good parents must always be ready to correct

their children. Otherwise, their kids will grow up to be rotten adults (I
Samuel 2:12-17).

Judgment From God

One day, God, using one of His servants, gave Eli a message: “Did I
not plainly appear to Aaron, your forefather, when My people lived in
Egypt under Pharaoh’s rule? And did I not choose Aaron from all the
tribes of Israel to be My high priest—to offer sacrifices upon My altar,
to burn incense, and to wear an ephod before Me? Did I not also give
to Aaron and his descendants all the offerings made by fire given by
the children of Israel?

“Why, then, do you kick at My sacrifices and My offerings, which
I have commanded to be given at My tabernacle? And why do you
honor your sons above Me? Instead of punishing them, you have
allowed Hophni and Phineas to make themselves fat with the choice
parts of all the offerings that My people Israel offer.

“I had established that you and your house and the house of your
father would serve Me as My priests forever. However, the wicked-
ness of your sons, and your failure to punish them, has changed this.
To those who honor Me, I will honor; and those who despise Me, 1
will despise them.
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“Behold, the days come when I will destroy the strength, power
and influence of you and your family line, that there shall not be an
old man in your house. And you shall see calamity in my habitation,
in all the wealth which God shall give Israel: and there shall not be an
old man in your house forever. And the man of yours, whom I shall
not cut off from My altar, shall be to consume your eyes, and to grieve
your heart: and all the increase of your house shall die in the flower
of their age. This shall be a sign to you that shall come upon your two
sons, on Hophni and Phinehas. In one day, they shall both die.

“And I will raise me up a faithful priest, who shall do according to
that which is in My heart and mind. And I will build him a sure house;
and he shall walk before My anointed forever.

“And it shall come to pass that every one who is left in your house
shall come beg for a piece of silver and a morsel of bread, and shall
say, ‘Put me, I pray you, into one of the priests’ offices, that I may eat
a piece of bread.” Those who insist on gorging themselves on My sac-
rifices will beg for even the tiniest morsel of food” (I Samuel 1:22-
36).

God Calls Samuel

While Eli’s sons continued to do evil, young Samuel spent his child-
hood learning how to carefully serve God, under Eli’s fatherly
direction.

Samuel’s mother made him a little robe, or cloak, that reached
down to his knees. He wore this beneath a linen ephod, which he had
on when he served at God’s tabernacle. She visited Samuel year after
year, when she came up to Shiloh with her husband to offer the yearly
sacrifice.

Eli blessed Elkanah and Hannah, saying, “May the Eternal give you
more children in exchange for you having dedicated Samuel to God’s
service.” He praised Hannah for keeping her word and being faithful
to her vow.

God blessed Hannah with three sons and two daughters. When peo-
ple put God first, He puts them first.

Meanwhile, as Samuel grew up, he earned a good reputation among
both God and men.

One early morning, while the teenaged boy slept in his sleeping
quarters, Samuel heard someone call out his name. He could see that it
was still dark outside, for the golden lampstand in the holy place was
still lit. (Fueled by olive oil, the lamp was lit at twilight, and kept burn-
ing from evening until morning.)
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Samuel answered, “Here I am,” but when he looked around, he saw
that no one was there.

So he ran to Eli, woke him up, and said, “Here I am. Did you call
for me?”

“I didn’t call for you, Samuel,” Eli said. “You must be hearing
things. Go lie down and get back to sleep.”

The lad did as Eli said and lay down in his bed.

Then Samuel heard his name called again. Quickly, he got up and
went to Eli, and said, “Here I am.”

But Eli said, “My son, I didn’t call you. Go get your rest.”

Samuel was puzzled. Neither he nor Eli realized that God was try-
ing to get his attention. In those days, it was extremely rare for God to
reveal Himself to people. The few visions God did give were not wide-
ly known. And, since God had not spoken to him before, Samuel did not
consider that it was the Creator of the universe who was calling him.
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So when Samuel heard his name being called a third time, he got
up and went to Eli, and again said, “Here I am.”

Eli finally put two and two together, and slowly realized that God
was calling Samuel. Eli said to the boy, “Go lie down as you did before
and wait for God to call for you again. If He does, answer Him and say,
“Please speak, Eternal God—Your servant hears You.”

So Samuel followed Eli’s instruction.

Yet again, God called for the boy. This time Samuel answered, say-
ing, “Please speak, Eternal God— Your servant hears You.”

God said to Samuel, “Behold, I will do something in Israel that will
make the ears of everyone who hears it to tingle. I will perform against
Eli all things which I have spoken concerning his house; and when I
begin, I will also make an end. For I have told Eli that I will judge his
house forever for the sins which he knows—because his sons have
made themselves vile, cursing Me through their repeated wickedness.
Yet Eli did not restrain them.”

Samuel lay until the morning, until it was time for him to open the
doors of the tabernacle. As he went about his duties, Samuel thought
about what God had said, and he feared to tell Eli, for he respected him
as a father.

When Eli called for Samuel, he asked the boy, “What did the
Eternal say to you? Please do not hide it from me. May God do so to
you, and more also, if you hide anything from me of all the things that
God said to you.”

Reluctantly, Samuel told Eli everything that God had said, hiding
nothing from him.

Eli accepted God’s judgment, and said, “It is the Eternal’s will. Let
Him do what seems right in His eyes.”

As Samuel grew to adulthood, God was with him, speaking to him
often. Eventually, all of Israel—from Dan in the north to Beersheba in
the south—came to recognize that God had made Samuel to be His
prophet. Everything Samuel said would happen always came true.

And he continued to reveal God’s will to all Israel (I Samuel 2:18-
26; 3:1-21; 4:1).
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

“WE WANT A KING!”

ecause Israel had long ago failed to get rid of Canaan’s inhabi-

tants, God judged that the Israelites would be vexed by their ene-
mies. This i1s why Israel suffered from constant oppression by the
Philistines.

Finally, Israel had had enough. They decided to meet their long-
time enemy in battle. Israel’s army encamped beside a place called
Ebenezer, while the Philistines’ massive army assembled at Aphek,
which marked the northeastern edge of Philistine territory.

When the two forces advanced onto the battlefield, the Philistines
defeated the Israelites, killing about 4,000 soldiers. Clearly, God was
not with Israel, else He would have given them the victory.

Seeing the bloodied survivors return to camp, the elders of Israel
said among themselves, “Why has the Eternal struck us down before
these Philistines? What have we done to deserve this?”

One leader came up with a plan: “What if we go to Shiloh and
bring back the Ark of the Covenant? With it by our side, we’re guar-
anteed to be victorious over our enemy!”

Israel was copying the surrounding pagan nations, who always
brought their false gods and good luck charms into battle with them.
Instead of sincerely seeking God’s will, the Israelites decided to take
matters into their own hands.

So the people sent men to Shiloh, entered God’s holy tabernacle,
and brought back the Ark. Hophni and Phinehas, Eli’s wicked sons,
gave their approval and went with them.

When the Ark of the Covenant reached the camp, the whole army
of Israel shouted for joy—so much, that the earth rang. Israel should
have humbled themselves and sought God’s guidance, not allow
themselves to be full of pride. Though they knew that the Ark sym-
bolized God’s power and presence, they foolishly confused the Ark
with God’s actual presence. In bringing the Ark into battle, Israel was
trying to force God into doing their bidding. But God is not some
magical “genie” who does whatever people demand of Him.

From their encampment, the Philistines heard the Israelites’ shouts
echo across the countryside. Some said, “What does this great shout-
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ing mean? Why are these Hebrews so happy? They should be weep-
ing as they nurse their wounds!”

Philistine spies reported that Israel had brought the Ark of God to
fight alongside them.

Hearing this, the Philistines were afraid. They thought that the Ark
was some kind of idol, and that God lived in it. This was how the
Philistines viewed their false gods and idols.

Some said, “God is in their camp! Whenever the God of Israel
fights for His people, victory is certain—and that means we’re
doomed! No one can deliver us out of the hand of Israel’s God. This is
the same One who struck the Egyptians with terrible plagues.”

But others said, “Be strong, and stand your ground like men, you
Philistines! Don’t allow these Hebrews to make you into their servants,
as they have been to you. They will avenge themselves for all the cruel
things that we’ve done to them. So stand your ground, and get ready to
fight!”

When the battle came, the Philistines fought as though they had
nothing to lose—and, despite having the Ark of the Covenant beside
them, Israel was defeated! Had the Israelites realized that the Eternal
feeds, protects and cares for all who obey His voice and put His will
first, they would have been victorious.

Every Israelite soldier fled back to his tent. One man, from the tribe
of Benjamin, escaped to Shiloh. His clothes were torn and his head had
dust on it; he did this to himself as a sign of mourning for the dead, and
of national calamity.

As the bearer of bad news, the Benjamite entered the city and told
everyone he could find what had happened. The whole city cried and
mourned because of Israel’s humiliating defeat.

Meanwhile, Eli was sitting by the wayside, waiting for news of the
recent battle. When he heard the people’s cries, he asked the man,
“What does this great cry mean?”

Hastily, the man stepped closer to the high priest and said, “I’ve just
come back from the frontlines. Israel’s army fled before the Philistines,
and there was a great slaughter—30,000 Israelites are dead! And so are
your sons, Hophni and Phinehas. Even worse, the Ark of the Covenant
1s now in the hands of the Philistines!”

Hophni and Phinehas died just as God had said. And God allowed
His Ark to be captured to teach Israel that they could not force their
will on Him.

When he heard that the Ark had been captured by pagans, Eli fell
from off his seat backward, and broke his neck. Eli the high priest was
dead, fulfilling God’s judgment against him. He lived to be 98 years
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old, and had been a judge over Israel for 40 years, as well as a priest.

Eli’s daughter-in-law, the wife of Phinehas, was pregnant, and was
about to give birth. But when she heard the horrible news about the
Ark, and that both her father-in-law and her husband were dead, she
was in great pain and anguish—even to the point of death.

Midwives stood by her side, and said, “Do not fear. You have given
birth to a son.”

But the grieving woman did not answer.

She came to name her child “Ichabod,” which means “Where is the
glory?” or “no glory.” She said, “The glory is departed from Israel,
because the ark of God was captured by our enemies, and because Eli
and Phinehas are dead.”

To all of the Israelites, the Ark’s capture was a symbol of God leav-
ing Israel (I Samuel 4:1-22).

God Strikes the Philistines

From their camp at Ebenezer, the Philistines took the Ark of the
Covenant to Ashdod, one of their five major city-states, about 33 miles
west of Jerusalem.

Like the Israelites, the Philistines believed that possessing the Ark
meant that they could control God. So they paraded it through the
streets of Ashdod, as throngs of citizens laughed and danced. As they
did with all religious spoils of war, the Philistines brought the Ark to
the pagan temple of Dagon, the chief of their false gods, and set it
beside Dagon’s idol, which was the image of a half man-half fish.

One of the Philistine leaders said to his men, “This is where the Ark
of Israel’s God belongs—sitting powerless before Dagon.”

“Yes,” his assistant added. “Israel’s God may have destroyed Egypt
with ten plagues, but that’s only because the gods of the Egyptians are
weak. They are no match for our gods. And certainly, Israel’s God
poses no threat to us. Why should we be afraid when we mowed down
His people in battle and took their Ark away from them?”

The men all laughed and hurled more insults at God. Then they
departed for their homes, confident that their god was greater than the
Eternal.

Early the next morning, the people were surprised to discover that
Dagon’s idol had fallen upon its face, bowing on the ground before the
Ark of God! The Eternal showed that He was superior to the
Philistines’ false god.

Shocked and embarrassed, the people rushed to set Dagon’s idol
back in its place.
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The next morning, the same thing happened again: The idol of
Dagon had fallen upon its face before God’s ark. And this time, the
idol’s head and palms were cut off; the only thing left was the idol’s
stump! In ancient times, warriors would often cut off the heads and
hands of their enemies, and use the body parts as proof that their adver-
saries had been slain. By cutting off the head and palms of Dagon’s
1dol, God wanted the Philistines to realize that their false god was
powerless before His might.

From that day on, Dagon’s superstitious priests and followers did
not dare to tread upon the idol’s threshold. In their eyes, it became
sacred because Dagon’s hands had broken on it. They now believed the
threshold was cursed.

Next, God struck the people of Ashdod with a horrible, painful
sickness—tumors. The Philistines could barely sit without feeling as
though they were being constantly jabbed and pricked in their most
sensitive places. Carried by diseased rats, God’s plague quickly spread
throughout the city, and even to the many Philistine towns, villages
and settlements along the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea.

When the Philistines of Ashdod saw all this, they said, “The ark of
the God of Israel shall not stay with us, for His hand is sore upon us,
and upon Dagon our god.”

So they sent for and gathered all the lords of the Philistines. These
five men were the chief rulers of their peoples; each lord ruled one of
the five major city-states of Philistia, but united under one central
government.

The people said to them, “What shall we do with the Ark of Israel’s
God?”

The lords decided to move the Ark to the city of Gath, which was
about 12 miles east of Ashdod.

After this, God’s hand moved against Gath, causing great destruc-
tion there. He struck down every man in the city, both small and great,
with the same horrible, painful plague of tumors that had spread
throughout Ashdod.

The people of Gath sent the Ark to the city of Ekron, which was
about six miles north and the closest major city to Israel’s border. But
when the ones living there saw that the Ark of the Covenant was being
transferred to their city, they were upset.

“They’ve brought that thing to our city,” they said. “They’re trying
to destroy us!”

And they had all the lords of the Philistines gather together, and
made demands. “Send this Ark away—Ilet it go back to where it
belongs!” they shouted. “We want to live!”
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God’s punishment against them grew worse the more they refused
to humble themselves before Him—just like the Egyptians had done (I
Samuel 5:1-12).

Appeasing God

The Philistines were becoming desperate. They knew that they had to
figure out how to appease God so that He would stop His plague. But
it never occurred to them to put away their idols, worship God, and
obey His laws. Driven by carnal nature, people have always wanted to
get God to bless them as they continue to reject His will.

The Philistines turned to their false priests and wicked diviners, and
asked them, “What shall we do with the Ark of the Eternal? How shall
we send it back to its place?”

The priests and diviners said, “We have offended Israel’s God.
Therefore, if you send the Ark away, do not send it away empty. Return
it with a trespass offering to acknowledge that we have trespassed
against—dishonored—the God of Israel. Then you shall all be healed,
and you shall know why the hand of Israel’s God is not removed from
you.”

“What shall this trespass offering be?” the people asked.

“Five golden images of tumors, according to the five lords of the
Philistines, and to the five cities each lord rules—Ashdod, Gaza,
Askelon, Gath and Ekron. And add five golden images of rats, accord-
ing to the number of all the cities that belong to the five lords, both
fenced cities and country villages. For one plague was on you all, and
on your lords. You shall use the images of tumors and rats to glorify
Israel’s God and to acknowledge that He is the source behind our cur-
rent  suffering.  Who
knows? Perhaps He will

remove His hand from
you, our gods, and from
our land.”

Sensing that some of
the people did not like
this plan, the false priests

and diviners warned them
not to harden their hearts, as

the Egyptians did when Israel
served as their slaves. “Though God

S AN performed awesome and mighty mira-
e F cles among the Egyptians, they refused to

The images of five
tumors and five rats.
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bend. They did not let His people go—and yet Israel still left them!
The Egyptians were helpless against Israel’s God.”

Though performed many generations ago, God’s ten plagues left a
lasting impression upon the surrounding nations.

Next, the false priests and diviners devised a plan to get the Ark of
the Covenant back to Israel: The people made a wooden cart, and took
two milking cows, which had never been yoked, and tied the cows to
the cart. If these milking cows did take the Ark back to Israel—despite
the fact that they were untrained in pulling carts—this would be a clear
sign that God was guiding them.

The Philistines took the Ark, lay it upon the cart, and put the tres-
pass offering in a chest by its side.

Some of the Philistines held on to doubts that God was behind all
their recent troubles. The false priests and diviners said to these
doubters, “If these milking cows go against their natural instinct, leave
their calves behind, and take this cart to Beth Shemesh, which is near
the border of our territory, then we will know that the God of Israel has
done this to us. But if they do not, then we shall know that every hor-
rible thing that has happened to us was all time and chance.”

Everyone agreed.

After the cart was released, the cows took it directly to the road that
led to Beth Shemesh. Located in the Sorek Valley, Beth Shemesh,
which means “house of sun,” was a town that belonged to the tribe of
Levi as part of their inheritance. It was located about 15 miles west of
Jerusalem.

As they pulled the cart along the highway, the cows cried out for
their calves—but they were compelled by an unseen force to head
straight for Israel.

The lords of the Philistines took note of this and decided to follow
it. “Let’s see what happens to the cart,” they said (I Samuel 6:1-12).

The Ark Returns

The citizens of Beth Shemesh were reaping the wheat harvest in the val-
ley when someone looked up and saw the cart.

“Look over there! I can’t believe my eyes—it’s the Ark of the
Covenant!”

Everyone rejoiced!

The cart came into the field of Joshua, and stopped by a great stone.
It was obvious to the people that God was using the cart and the cows
for His divine purpose. Therefore, they knew that they could not take
them for their own personal use. So the people used the wood of the cart
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for a sacrificial fire, and offered the cows as a burnt offering to God.

Meanwhile, the five lords of the Philistines watched all that was hap-
pening from a safe distance. Satisfied, they returned to Ekron.

The Levites, who were qualified to handle the Ark, took possession
of it, and the chest that came with it, and put them on the great stone in
Jacob’s field.

One leader declared, “This stone stands as a witness that God has
returned to Israel.”

All the men of Beth Shemesh cheered. In all, the Ark of the Covenant
had been in the hands of the Philistines for only seven months—but to
the Israelites, it seemed like years. The people continued to celebrate as
they offered more burnt offerings and sacrifices to God.

But their festive mood led to a very foolish mistake: The men of
Beth Shemesh looked into God’s Ark—which they were not allowed to
touch! They did not show God the proper fear and respect that He
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deserves. Soon the land was filled with sounds of weeping and cries of
anguish, for God took away the lives of 50,070 men. The Israelites had
to learn that there is a high price to pay for recklessly breaking God’s
laws and disrespecting His holy things.

Those who survived God’s punishment sent messengers to the
inhabitants of Kirjath Jearim, which was about 10 miles northeast of
Beth Shemesh. Once they arrived, the messengers told them, “The
Philistines have brought back the Ark of the Covenant. Come and bring
it back with you.”

So the men of Kirjath Jearim came down and took the Ark. They
brought it to the house of Abinadab, a Levite, and set apart his son
Eleazar to take care of it.

And there the Ark stayed for the next 20 years, as the whole nation
of Israel mourned and wept to God (I Samuel 6:13-21; 7:1-2).

Samuel Judges Israel

One day, inspired by God, Samuel addressed the people of Israel. He
said, “For many years, you have suffered from the oppressive hand of
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the Philistines. Only with God’s help will you ever be free. Therefore,
if you want to return to the Eternal with all your hearts, then put away
the false gods, pagan traditions and customs that cut you off from the
one true God. Then set your mind to serve the Eternal—and Him only.
Do this, and God will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines.”

Israel did as Samuel said. They put away the idols of Baalim and
Ashtoreths, the chief false gods of the Canaanites, and set their lives in
order. Everyone began to serve God with all their heart.

Then Samuel said to the people, “Gather the whole nation of Israel
to Mizpeh, where I will pray to the Eternal for you.”

The Israelites gathered and assembled at Mizpeh, about eight miles
northeast of Kirjath Jearim, where water was drawn and poured out
before God. This was a sign of their repentance—of pouring out their
hearts to seek God’s will.

The Israelites also fasted that day. They denied themselves food and
drink so that they could focus on their Supreme Creator, the One who
provides all the things that people need to survive.

Samuel judged the Israelites in Mizpeh, giving them God’s judg-
ments and instructions, and listening to their grievances and cries for
justice. Samuel devoted himself to teaching Israel how to get back to
truly serving God (I Samuel 7:3-6).

The Philistines Attack!

When the Philistines heard that Israel was gathered at Mizpeh, the
lords of the Philistines decided to attack.

Confident that Samuel was close to God, the frightened Israelites
said to him, “Don’t stop crying out to our God for us! Ask Him to save
us from these Philistines!”

Samuel took a sucking lamb, which had to be nursed by its mother
for at least seven days (Leviticus 22:27), and offered it for a burnt
offering to God. Then he cried out to the Eternal on Israel’s behalf.

And God listened.

Meanwhile, the Philistines drew near to launch their deadly
attack—but God intervened. He sent great sounds of thunder, striking
fear into the hearts of these pagan worshippers. The enemy troops pan-
icked, giving the Israelites opportunity to rush in and slay them. Then
the Israelites chased after the survivors, slaying even more of them,
until they came under Beth Car.

Samuel took a stone and set it between Mizpeh and Shen. He called
it Ebenezer, which means “the stone of help.” The prophet said, “Thus
far has the Eternal helped us.”
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The Philistines were now subdued and stopped invading Israel’s
coast. The cities that the Philistines had taken from Israel were restored
to God’s people—from Ekron to Gath, and the coastal territories. As a
result, Gath became the eastern border of Philistine territory. God’s
hand was against the Philistines throughout Samuel’s life. This ended
the Philistines’ 40-year oppression over Israel (Judges 13:1).

And there was even peace between Israel and the Amorites, who
lived in the hills west of Israel, between the Jordan Valley and the
coastal plain (I Samuel 7:7-14).

Israel Demands a King

Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life. From year to year, he trav-
eled a circuit, which allowed him to manage the affairs of God’s peo-
ple. First, he would go to Bethel so he could serve the people of
Ephraim and the northern parts of Israel. Then Samuel would journey
to Gilgal, and judge the people of Benjamin and those residing across
the Jordan River. Next, he would travel to Mizpeh and help the people
of Judah, Simeon and Gad. Then, at the end of his annual trip, he
returned to his home in Ramah, which was Samuel’s main office, or
headquarters.

There, he built an altar to God.

When Samuel was old, he made his sons, Joel and Abiah, acting
judges, or lieutenants, in Beersheba, which was about 57 miles away
from Ramah. However, Samuel’s sons did not walk in their father’s
ways. Instead, they pursued money and took bribes. Whenever they
decided matters between opposing parties, Samuel’s son sold their rul-
ings to the highest bidder. Thus, they perverted judgment among God’s
people. The innocent and poor received no help from them.

Fed up with Joel and Abiah’s corrupt ways, all the elders of Israel
gathered at Ramah, and confronted Samuel.

They said to him, “Samuel, you are old now, and your sons have
refused to follow your righteous and just example. Since we cannot get
justice, make for us a king—one who will judge us like all the other
nations around us!”

Israel wanted to be like everyone else. They did not want to stand
out and be different from the rest of the world, those who reject God
and His righteous ways. Israel was more concerned about following
worldly people than in following God, their Deliverer and Protector.

Samuel was displeased by their demands, so he did what all ser-
vants of God do—he prayed. He wanted to know God’s will in this
matter.
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The Eternal said to him, “Listen to the people in all that they say to
you, and do not take this personally. They have not rejected you,
Samuel—they have rejected Me. They do not want Me to reign over
them. These people have forsaken Me since the day I brought them out
of Egypt even to this very day, serving other gods. Therefore, listen to
their voice.”

Not wanting to follow an invisible King they could not see (God),
Israel wanted a human king that everyone could see.

In contrast, God’s people today—those led by the power of His
Holy Spirit—walk by faith, not by sight (II Corinthians 5:7). They
believe that God exists, and that He rewards those who diligently seek
Him (Hebrews 11:6).

“Nevertheless,” God said to Samuel, “you shall remind Israel what
to expect if they truly want a human king ruling over them.”

So Samuel spoke before Israel and gave the people the Eternal’s
message. He said, “Since you want a human king reigning over your
lives like all the other nations, then here is what you can expect: Your
king will take your sons and appoint some for his chariots, and some
to be his horsemen; and others shall run before his chariots. Your king
will appoint for himself captains over thousands and over fifties, and
will set them to plant his fields, and to reap his harvest, and to make
his instruments of war and chariots. Your king will take your daughters
to be his personal cooks and bakers. And he will take your fields, your
vineyards, and your crops of olive trees—even the best of them—and
give them to his servants. And your king will take one tenth of your
crops and vineyards, and give them to his officers and servants. He will
take your servants, both men and women, and your healthiest,
strongest young men, and your donkeys, and put them to do his work.
He will take one tenth of your sheep, and you shall be his servants.

“And in that day when you cry out to God because of the burdens
and demands of your king—whom you have chosen—the Eternal will
not hear you.”

This should have sobered the Israelites. Yet, despite Samuel’s
strong warning, the people refused to listen.

They said, “No, Samuel. We want a king over us, so that we can be
just like all the other nations, and so that our king may judge us, and
go out before us and fight our battles.”

Blinded by their desire to be just like all the other nations, Israel
wanted to rely on a human king to protect and lead them. They no
longer wanted God as their divine King. How foolish!

When Samuel told God what the people had said, the Eternal
replied, “Listen to their voice, Samuel, and make a king for them.”
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Sometimes, God gives stubborn people exactly what they want. He
does this to teach them that they cannot live according to what seems
right to them. Only the Eternal can show people the way that leads to
prosperous, abundant living.

Samuel obeyed God’s command. He went back to the Israelites and

said, “You wanted a king—and so you shall have what you desire!” (I
Samuel 7:15-17; 8:1-22).
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

SAUL BECOMES KING

here once was a man of wealth and influence named Kish, who

was from the tribe of Benjamin. Kish had a young son named
Saul, who was more handsome than any other man in Israel. Also, this
young man was so tall that he seemed to tower over everyone in the
land.

One day, Kish discovered that his donkeys, which were a part of
his wealth, had wandered off and had gotten lost. So he instructed
Saul to go out and find them.

“And take one of the servants with you,” he said.

Saul dutifully obeyed. He and his servant searched the vast coun-
tryside, first passing through the mountains of Ephraim, and then
through the land of Shalisha. But the donkeys were nowhere to be
found. Even after searching through the land of Shalim, and then
through the territory of Benjamin, Saul still could not find the
animals.

When they came to the land of Zuph, Saul said to his servant,
“Look, we’ve been searching for these animals for three days. We bet-
ter return home, or else my father will stop caring about his lost don-
keys and will begin to worry about us.”

But the servant said, ‘“Wait, I have an i1dea! I know of a man of
God—a prophet—who lives in a town near here. He’s known to be an
honorable man. Everything he says always comes true. What if we go
talk to him? Perhaps he can show us where to look.”

Saul said, “It sounds like a good plan, but we don’t have a present
to give to this prophet. Even the bread we had brought along with us
is now gone. We certainly can’t go to this man empty-handed. What
shall we give him?”

“I have a fourth part of a shekel of silver,” the servant answered.
“We can give him that. Then the prophet will tell us where to look for
your father’s donkeys.” This gift, which was about one tenth of an
ounce of silver, was not a bribe. It was only meant to show respect for
the prophet’s office as a spokesman for God.

Saul said, “Very well. Let’s go see this man of God.”

So they went to town to see the prophet.
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As they traveled up a hill, they met some young women who were
going out to draw water. Saul asked them, “Please excuse me. We’'re
looking for the man known to see visions. Is he in town?”

The young women said, “Yes, he is. The man you’re looking for is
just ahead. But you better hurry! He came to town today to attend the
great festival and the people’s sacrifice up at the place of worship. As
soon as you enter town, you’ll find him at the city gate. But you better
get to him right away, before he gets up to bless the sacred meal. The
dinner guests cannot eat until he gives the blessing. Now hurry—if you
rush, you can still reach him in time!”

Just as Saul and his servant entered the city gate, the prophet
Samuel, of whom the young women had been speaking, was on his
way to the high place.

The day before, God had told Samuel, “Tomorrow about this time
I will send you a man from the tribe of Benjamin. You shall anoint—
set apart—this man to be commander and ruler over My people Israel.
I will use him to save My people from the hand of the Philistines, for
I have looked upon My people, and have heard their cry for help.”

When Samuel saw Saul, the Eternal said to him, “This is the man
of whom I spoke! He is the one who shall reign over My people.”

The prophet looked carefully at Saul, from head to toe, and was
immediately impressed by the young man’s height and good looks.

Meanwhile, Saul spotted Samuel and walked over to him. He
asked, “Excuse me, sir, could you please tell me where the house of the
man of God is? He is known to see visions.”

Samuel said, “I am he. Now, come with me to the high place. Today
you shall eat with me, and then tomorrow I will answer all your ques-
tions.”

“But...”

Samuel quickly said, “Oh, don’t worry about the donkeys that ran
off three days ago—they have already been found. All the desire of
Israel is now upon you and your father’s house.”

Saul was puzzled by Samuel’s words. “Surely you must be mistak-
en,” he said, “I’'m just a Benjamite. My tribe is the smallest of all the
tribes of Israel. And my family is the least of all the families in my
tribe. Why then do you speak to me like this?”

Saul’s tribe was still recovering from being almost wiped out from
existence during Israel’s civil war. It never dawned on him that God
would purposefully choose a king from the smallest Israelite tribe, and
from the least important family of that tribe.

But Samuel was beginning to understand why God would do this:
Saul had the right attitude—humble, teachable. He did not think that
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he was more important than others. God knows that He can work with
people who humble themselves, who wait for Him to exalt them.

Samuel took the young man and his servant, and brought them into
the great dining room. In view of the 30 dinner guests, who were prob-
ably important leaders of the community, Samuel gave Saul and his
servant the most honorable seats at the table.

Then Samuel waved for the cook to come over. “Go get that special
portion of meat, which I told you to set aside. Bring it here and set it
before this man,” he said, pointing to Saul.

The cook did as ordered. He brought out the best of the meat—the
thigh and upper portion—which was normally reserved for the priest
(Leviticus 7:28-36).

All dinner guests took careful note as the cook set the special meal
before Saul. Realizing that Samuel was giving this young man such a
high honor, the guests whispered among themselves, saying, “Who is
that? Why is Samuel paying so much attention to him?”

The prophet said to Saul, “Go ahead, eat. This meat was saved espe-
cially for you. I have even invited these guests to come and eat with
you.”

Though he felt uncomfortable being the object of wonder for the 30
dinner guests, Saul dined with Samuel, eating a meal worthy of a
king.
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After the dinner, Samuel and Saul left the high place and went back
into town.

Then Samuel invited Saul to spend the night at his house. “I already
have a bed set up for you on the roof.” In those days, some people slept

on the flat roofs of homes, and drank in the fresh, cool air (I Samuel
9:1-25).

God Chooses Saul

The next morning Samuel woke up early and called up to the roof.
“Wake up, Saul. It’s time you got started on your way.”

Saul arose, then he, his servant and Samuel left the house.

As they headed to the edge of town, Samuel took Saul aside and
said to him, “Tell your servant to go on. I need to speak with you pri-
vately for a few minutes and tell you what God has said.”

Saul did as instructed, and the servant continued on ahead of them.

Samuel then took a vial of olive oil, poured it upon Saul’s head, and
kissed the young man on the cheek. The prophet said, “The Eternal
God has anointed you to be the commander over His inheritance,
Israel.”

(The Hebrew root word for Saul means “asked of God.” From his
physical appearance, Saul was the kind of king Israel had asked for—
tall, handsome and impressive. But more importantly, Saul was the
kind of man God was looking for to be king—humble and not self-
important.)

Samuel explained that God would give Saul several signs to prove
that He had chosen him to be Israel’s next king:

First, after his departure, Saul would meet two men by Rachel’s
tomb at Zelzah, in the territory of Benjamin. They would say to him,
“The donkeys you sought are found. Your father has stopped caring
about them, and is now worried about you. He wants to know where
you are, and whether or not you are safe.”

Saul was to go from there until he came to the plain of Tabor. There,
he would meet three men going up to worship God at Bethel. One man
would be carrying three young goats. Another would have three loaves
of bread. And the other would be carrying a bottle of wine. After greet-
ing Saul, they would give him two loaves of bread.

Then Saul was to go to the hill of God, at Gibeah, where the
Philistines had a garrison of soldiers. “And when you come to the
city,” said Samuel, “you will meet a group of prophets coming down
from a place of worship. They will be prophesying as others walk
before them, playing tabrets, flutes and harps. God’s Holy Spirit will
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then come upon you, and will inspire you to prophesy along with the
prophets. When these signs have come to pass, do what is right, for
God will help you.

“Next, you shall go down to Gilgal and wait for me seven days. I
will come to you and offer burnt offerings, and sacrifice peace offer-
ings, and show you what you should do” (I Samuel 9:26-27; 10:1-8).

Moved by God’s Spirit

After Samuel departed, God sent His Spirit to enter Saul’s mind and
convert his thinking. His thoughts, attitudes and desires began to
change. Saul became a different person.

The young Benjamite and his servant soon arrived at Gibeah, where
they were met by a group of prophets. Suddenly, God’s Spirit came
upon Saul, causing him to prophesy among the prophets!

Some people who had known Saul for a long time happened to
walk by. They were so surprised to see their friend among the prophets
that they said to each other, “What’s going on here? Isn’t this Saul,
Kish’s son? Why is he speaking and acting as though he is a prophet?
How can Saul be a prophet?”

One of the men said, “But who i1s his father?” From then on, the
saying, “Is Saul also among the prophets?” became popular among the
people.

After Saul finished prophesying, he went to the place of worship
Samuel had told him about. There, Saul met his uncle, who was torn
between being angry with his nephew and relieved that he was safe
and sound.

Saul’s uncle grabbed him by the shoulders, gave him a big bear
hug, and said, “Where have you been? We’ve been worried sick about
you!”

“We’ve been out looking for my father’s donkeys,” Saul answered.
“When we saw that they were nowhere to be found, we asked the
prophet Samuel for help.”

“Really? What did Samuel say to you?”

“He told us that the donkeys had been found.” But, perhaps out of
humility, Saul did not reveal what Samuel had said about him being
made king over all Israel (I Samuel 10:9-16).

Proclaimed King of Israel

The people of Israel, represented by their tribal elders and clan leaders,
obeyed Samuel’s instruction to assemble before God at Mizpeh. When
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everyone had arrived, Samuel addressed the assembly, delivering the
words of the Eternal God of Israel:

“I brought Israel out of Egypt, and out from the hand of all king-
doms, and from those who oppressed you.

“But you, Israel, were not grateful. You have rejected your God—
the One who personally rescued you from all your trials and adversi-
ties—and said to Him, ‘No more! We want a king set over us!’

“Therefore, present yourselves before the Eternal by each tribe, and
by each clan. Then I will choose for you a king.”

Samuel had all the tribes of Israel come to the altar, one after the
other. From among them, God chose the tribe of Benjamin. Next, all
the clans of Benjamin came to the altar. From out of these, God chose
the clan of Matri. From this clan, God chose the family of Kish. And
from Kish’s family, the Eternal chose Saul.

When God’s choice was finally known, the people immediately
looked for their new king—but Saul could not be found! Overwhelmed
by the weight of instant fame, Saul hid himself. He did not like being
the center of attention.

So the Israelites prayerfully turned to God to find out where Saul
was.

God answered, “Your new king is hiding behind the military sup-
plies.”

The people rushed over to the stockpile of military supplies and
pulled him out of his hiding place. The moment he stood up, the peo-
ple were in awe: Saul was a head taller than everyone else in the
crowd!

Then Samuel said to all the people, “Do you see the man whom the
Eternal has chosen—that there is no one like him among all Israel?”

Saul wanted so desperately to hide, for everyone’s eyes were upon
him, impressed by his towering height and good looks.

Suddenly, everyone cheered, “Long live the king!”

When the clamor of shouts began to die out, Samuel addressed the
people again. He explained to them the rights, duties and behavior
expected of a king:

“The king must not be above God’s laws. All kings of Israel must
be Israelites—never foreigners. The king must not collect houses, sil-
ver, gold, nor other wealth for his own personal gain. He must not
acquire horses and chariots for war, else he will rely upon his own
strength and not upon God’s. The king shall have only one wife at a
time. And he must take the book of God’s Law and copy it by hand;
then the king must read it throughout his time of reign” (Deuteronomy
17:14-20).
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Saul hides among the
military supplies.
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Next, Samuel wrote these words in a book, and put the book in a
temple building at one of the places where God was worshipped.

The royal coronation was now over, so Samuel sent everyone
home. Saul went home, too, to Gibeah. And, inspired by God, a band
of valiant men escorted him, eager to serve their new king.

But not everyone was pleased with God’s anointed leader. A certain
group of accusers and whisperers, whom the Bible calls “the children
of Belial,” said, “How shall this man save us? What’s so special about
him?” They despised Saul, and refused to bring gifts to their new king.

But King Saul, who could have had them severely punished, kept
silent instead (I Samuel 10:17-27).

King Saul’s First Military Campaign
Nahash, king of the neighboring Ammonites, marched his army into

Israel and surrounded the town of Jabesh, which was in Gilead, across
the Jordan River.
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The townspeople were trapped. They did not have enough fighting
men and supplies to fend off this new threat. So the elders of Jabesh
approached King Nahash and said, “We don’t want any trouble. If you
will sign a peace treaty with us, we will serve you—and we’ll even pay
you taxes.”

Nahash had them where he wanted them. He simply smiled and
said, “Of course I will sign a treaty with you...But not before I put out
the right eye of every man who lives in Jabesh.” The king wanted to
do this in order to render the archers of Jabesh useless for battle, and
to insult the whole land of Israel.

The town leaders replied, “Give us seven days so that we can send
messengers throughout Israel and ask for help. If no one comes to our
rescue, we will surrender to you.”

Proud of his massive army, King Nahash agreed.

Some of Jabesh’s messengers went to Gibeah, Saul’s hometown
and the new royal capital of Israel. They told all who would listen
about the trouble that was brewing at Jabesh, which made everyone in
Gibeah cry.

Just then, Saul came in from the fields, walking behind his oxen.
Even though he was Israel’s new king, Saul continued to work as a
farmer. He did not parade around as someone too important to get his
hands dirty from hard work.

Saul immediately took note of all the people weeping, and said,
“What’s wrong? Why is everyone crying?”

When the people told him the horrible news, the Spirit of God sud-
denly came upon Saul—and the king of Israel was furious!

Saul killed two of his oxen, cut them up in pieces, and gave them
to the messengers. “Show these pieces to everyone in Israel and tell
them: ‘Saul and Samuel are assembling an army. Come and join us. If
you don'’t, this is what will happen to your oxen!’”

God made the Israelites tremble with fear when they received
Saul’s sobering message. Then all the Israelites old enough to wage
war assembled at Bezek, which was west of the Jordan River, but with-
in striking distance of Jabesh. There, Saul had them organized and
counted. He soon discovered that he had 330,000 Israelite warriors
ready to take on the king of Ammon.

King Saul and his military officers sent the messengers back to
Jabesh with this promise: “By tomorrow afternoon, we will rescue
your people.”

Upon receiving Saul’s message, the townspeople of Jabesh were
encouraged. So they told King Nahash, “We will surrender to you
tomorrow, and then you can do whatever you want with us.”
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The next day, Saul divided his army into three groups, which less-
ened the chance of losing everyone in a sneak attack. It also provided
Saul’s army greater military options.

The king of Israel and his men attacked the enemy before daylight,
when they were least prepared for battle. They made a great slaughter
of the Ammonites, keeping up their attack until afternoon. A few
Ammonites managed to escape, but they were so scattered that no two
of them were left together.

God had blessed Saul with his first military victory!

With the battle finished, the Israelites, and especially the people of
Jabesh, were grateful for Saul’s heroic and daring leadership.

Saul’s soldiers approached Samuel and demanded, “Where are
those rebels who mocked Saul and said they didn’t want him to be our
king? Bring them to us, and we will put them to death!”

“No!” Saul said. “The Eternal rescued Israel today. No one will be
put to death.”

Samuel said to the Israelites, “Come! It’s time we go to Gilgal and
make a covenant so that Saul will continue to be the king of Israel.”
No more were the people of Israel uncertain about whether Saul should
be their king (I Samuel 11:1-15).

A Royal Coronation

Everyone went to the place of worship at Gilgal, where they agreed
that Saul would be their king. Saul and the people sacrificed animals
and asked for God’s blessing. Then they had a big celebration, for
Israel was united under one king.

Next, Samuel addressed the Israelites:

“I have given you a king, just as you asked. As a judge, I have led
you ever since | was a young man. And now I am old; my hair is gray,
and my own sons are grown.

“Let me ask this: Have I ever taken anyone’s ox or donkey, or
forced you to give me anything, or cheated you? Have I ever oppressed
anyone or taken a bribe to give an unfair decision? Answer me so that
the Eternal and His chosen king can hear you. If I have committed any
of these things, I will give it all back.”

“No!” The Israelites answered. “You have never cheated us in any
way!”

The old prophet said, “God and His anointed king are witnesses to
what you have said.”

“Yes, we agree,” they replied.

Then Samuel said, “God brought your fathers out of Egypt and
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chose Moses and Aaron to be your leaders. Now the Eternal will be
your Judge. So stand here and listen, while I remind you of how often
God has saved you and your fathers from your enemies.

“After Jacob went to Egypt, your fathers cried out to the Eternal for
help, and He sent Moses and Aaron. They led your fathers out of Egypt
and had them settle in this land. But Israel forgot their God, so He
allowed them to be defeated by the Philistines, the king of Moab, and
Sisera, commander of Hazor’s army.

“Again your fathers cried out to the Eternal for help. They said, ‘We
have sinned! We stopped worshiping You and worshipped Baal and
Astarte instead. But now, if You rescue us from our enemies, we will
worship You again.’

“So God sent several judges to you—Gideon, Bedan, Jephthah,
Samson and others—to deliver you from your enemies, and you no
longer needed to worry about being attacked. Then you saw that King
Nahash of Ammon was going to attack you. And even though the
Eternal your God is your King, you told me, ‘No! This time we want
a king to rule over us!’

“You asked for a king, and you chose one. And now he stands here
before you. But in reality, it was the Eternal who made this man your
king. If you and your new ruler truly want to follow God, then you
must truly fear the Eternal and do exactly what He commands. Do not
be stubborn! If you rebel against God and refuse to listen to His voice,
His hand will be against you and your king, as it was against your
fathers.

“Stand, therefore, and watch God show His mighty power. Is this
not the wheat harvest? I will call upon the Eternal to send a thunder-
storm. When you see this come to pass, then you will know how wrong
and wicked you were to ask for a king—only God should be your
King!”

Samuel prayed, and God sent a mighty thunderstorm that same day.
Everyone was amazed, for it was the dry season, when rain was scarce.
This miracle caused Israel to be afraid of both God and Samuel.

They said to the old prophet, “We are your servants! Please, pray to
the Eternal your God for us—we don’t want to die! We have added to
our sins by asking for a king.”

Samuel told them, “Though what you did was wrong, do not fear.
However, make sure that you always worship the Eternal and serve
Him with all your heart. Above all, do not worship idols! They don’t
have the power to deliver you or profit you in any way. They cannot
help you or save you when you’re in trouble.

“Remember that God has chosen you to be His people. He will
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always take care of you so that everyone will know how great He truly
1s. I would be sinning against God if I stopped praying for you! I will
always teach you how to live the right way. But you must obey the
Eternal—you must worship Him with all your heart and remember the
great things He has done for you.

“However,” Samuel warned, “if you and your king refuse, and
decide to do evil, God will sweep you all away!”

Every man, woman and child in Israel was sobered by Samuel’s
grave warning. Each person told himself that he would do better in put-
ting God first. “Besides,” many reasoned, “now that we have a new
king, our lives will improve. What could possibly go wrong?”’ (I
Samuel 12:1-25).
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

“REBELLION
IS LIKE WITCHCRAFT”

During the first two years of King Saul’s reign over Israel, there was
peace. Sadly, however, something tragic began to happen to Saul:
The humility he had been known for had been replaced by pride and
self-importance. King Saul was headed down a dangerous—and ulti-
mately deadly—path.

Saul wanted to create a special fighting force of expert warriors. So
he ordered all of Israel’s able-bodied fighting men to assemble before
him. From these troops, he chose 3,000 of the best warriors and formed
an elite military team of full-time, professional soldiers. The king had
2,000 of these troops stay with him in the hills near Michmash and
Bethel. The other 1,000 were stationed at Gibeah with Saul’s son
Jonathan. (As the king’s firstborn son, the young prince was in line to
inherit the throne upon Saul’s death.)

One day, Jonathan led his team of warriors to attack a Philistine
army outpost at Geba, about one and a half miles from Michmash,
across a rugged ravine. Though the outpost was destroyed, the other
Philistines heard what happened. And they wanted revenge!

Saul sent messengers to every village in the land. “Give a signal
with the trumpet and summon additional troops,” he told them. “When
the people assemble, tell them what has happened.”

The messengers did as ordered, telling the people of Israel that Saul
had destroyed the Philistine outpost at Geba. “And now the Philistines
want revenge against Israel,” they said. “The king orders every town
and village throughout Israel to send men to join Saul’s army at
Gilgal!”

Meanwhile, the Philistines quickly assembled an army to fight
Israel: 3,000 chariots, 6,000 cavalry, and foot soldiers so numerous,
they were as grains of sand on a beach. The Philistine army marched
to Michmash and encamped east of Beth Aven, which was less than a
mile away.

Israelite spies reported to their superiors that the Philistines vastly
outnumbered Israel’s army. News of their reports spread throughout the
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Israelite camp. The soldiers began to let fear and worry overwhelm
their minds.

“We can’t possibly win!” many said. “Those bloodthirsty pagans
want revenge—and nothing’s going to stand in their way!”

Hordes of soldiers ran away from camp, some hiding in caves or in
thickets, and some running to hide among large rocks. Others hid in
tombs or in deep, dry pits. Still others went east and crossed the Jordan
River to Gad and Gilead.

But King Saul remained at Gilgal. He, too, began to worry, as many
of his elite soldiers, shaking with fear, ran off and abandoned him. The
king waited at Gilgal for seven days, just as Samuel had ordered him to
do (I Samuel 10:8).

But Samuel did not yet arrive.

Saul did not realize it, but God was testing his character to see
whether or not Israel’s first king would obey Him. True character is
revealed under pressure, when problems arise. This is why God often
tests His servants with trials. He needs to see whether they will trust in
Him, or in themselves.

But Saul gave way to impatience and human reasoning. “I can’t
believe Samuel’s not here yet,” he said to his officers. “If we wait any
longer, I won’t have any men left to fight against the Philistines.”

So the king commanded his men: “Bring me some animals, so we
can offer sacrifices to please the Eternal and ask for His help.”

His men did as they were ordered. Then Saul killed one of the ani-
mals. In doing so, the king had taken upon himself the sacred duties of
a priest, which God did not give him the authority to do. Saul had for-
gotten that the kings of Israel were not to set themselves above God’s
Law. But, with his mind full of fear, vanity and self-importance, Saul
deceived himself into believing that he could break God’s commands
and somehow make everything turn out for the best. How foolish!
Unfortunately, mankind has been learning this lesson the hard way.

Just as Saul placed his sacrifice on the altar, Samuel arrived. Saul,
both embarrassed and relieved, went out to welcome him.

“What have you done?” Samuel asked.

Saul said, “My soldiers were leaving in all directions, and you did-
n’t come when you were supposed to. The Philistines were gathering at
Michmash, and I was worried that they would attack me here at Gilgal.
A sacrifice needed to be offered to ask for God’s help, but when I saw
that you had not yet arrived, I forced myself into offering the sacrifice.”

Saul walked by sight when he should have walked by faith (II
Corinthians 5:7). And, instead of taking personal responsibility and
admitting his sin, the king tried to shift blame to Samuel.
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“That was foolish, Saul!” Samuel said. “You did not obey the
Eternal your God.” God expects His leaders to fear and obey Him,
even in the smallest matters. If they do, God will know that He can
trust them with larger responsibilities.

The prophet said, “If you had kept God’s commandment, your
dynasty would have been established. Someone from your family
line would always have been king of Israel. But no, you chose to dis-
obey. Therefore, the Eternal will not choose anyone from your fami-
ly or descendants to be king. Instead, God has sought for Himself a
man after His own heart. This man will be the next leader of His peo-
ple.”

Saul’s sin of disobedience affected him and his descendants. This
account is an example of how one man’s sin affects not just the sin-
ner, but also the lives of future generations.

Disappointed with Saul, Samuel departed (I Samuel 13:1-15).

The Philistines Gain the Upper Hand

Saul gathered the soldiers who had not deserted him, and led them to
Gibeah, a ten-mile trip westward. There, they joined up with his other
troops. When he counted them, the king found that he only had 600 men.
Then he, Jonathan, and their army set up camp at Geba in Benjamin.

Meanwhile, the Philistine army was still camped at Michmash. Each
day, the Philistines sent out three companies of raiding patrols to attack
and plunder villages, and then destroy them. Their plan was to demoral-
1ze the Israelites—not face them in battle. One patrol went north along
the road to Ophrah, in the region of Shual. Another patrol went west
along the road to Beth Horon. A third patrol went east toward the desert
on the road to the ridge that overlooks the Valley of Zeboim, which was
east toward the Jordan Valley.

In the heat of their constant raids, the Philistines would not allow any
of the Israelites to be blacksmiths—metal-working craftsmen who made
iron tools.

“If we allowed those worthless Israelites to make swords and spears,”
they reasoned, “we would no longer have the upper hand.”

Whenever the Israelites wanted to sharpen their cattle prods, plow-
blades, picks, axes, sickles, and pitchforks, they had to go to the
Philistines. And the Philistines charged high prices.

As a result, whenever the Israelite soldiers went into battle, none of
them had a sword or a spear, except Saul and Jonathan. They only had
slingshots, and bows and arrows—which were ineffective in hand-to-
hand combat.
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Possessing superior weapons—and the means to make them—gave
the Philistines the upper hand in battle (I Samuel 13:15-22).

Jonathan Takes on the Philistines

The Philistines moved their camp to a pass leading to Michmash, while
Saul was in Gibeah with his 600 men. There, Saul had his tent set up
under a pomegranate tree, where he held court by a threshing place at
the edge of town.

A man named Ahijah was serving as the priest for Israel’s army. One
of his duties was to wear the sacred ephod and get answers from God for
Saul. Ahijah was the grandson of Phinehas, and great-grandson of Elj,
who had been God’s high priest at Shiloh.

One day, Jonathan, acting on God’s promise (I Samuel 9:16), told his
armor bearer, “I need your help for a dangerous mission. I want to attack
the Philistine garrison at the other side of the valley. But I don’t want
anyone to see us leaving—not even my father. Will you come with me?”

The armor bearer nodded, and the two brave men slipped out of camp
without anyone noticing.

Jonathan decided to get to the garrison by going through the pass that
led between two sharp rocks, with Michmash to the north and Gibeah to
the south. As they journeyed toward their destination, the young prince
and his armor bearer talked.

“It’s just the two of us against all those godless pagans,” Jonathan
said. “But the Eternal can help just a few soldiers win a battle just as eas-
ily as He can help a whole army. Perhaps God will help us.” Jonathan
was walking by faith.

The armor bearer said, “Do all that’s in your heart. I’ll be right there
with you, backing you up.”

“Then this is what we will do,” Jonathan said. “We will go across and
let the Philistines see us. If they agree to come down the hill and fight
where we are, then we won’t climb up to their camp. But if they tell us
to come up the hill and fight, then we will go up. This will be a sign that
the Eternal will deliver these bloodthirsty pagans into our hands.”

Jonathan and the soldier stood at the bottom of the hill where the
Philistines could see them. The Philistines said, “Look! Those worthless
Israelites have crawled out of their holes!”

Then they yelled down to Jonathan and the armor bearer: “Come up
here, you dogs! We’ll teach you something you’ll never forget!”

Jonathan turned to the soldier and said, “Follow me! The Eternal is
going to give us the victory!” Then Jonathan crawled up the hillside,
with his armor bearer right behind him.
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When they got to the top, the prince and the armor bearer held up
their shields and swords. With their backs turned to each other,
Jonathan killed the Philistines who attacked from the front, while his
armor bearer killed those who attacked from behind. Before they had
gone far, the two Israelite warriors had killed about 20 Philistines!

Suddenly, the whole Philistine army panicked—those in the garri-
son, those on guard duty, those in the fields, and those on raiding
patrols. All of them were frightened and confused. Then God sent an
earthquake, causing the ground to tremble.

From Gibeah, Saul’s watchmen told him that the Philistine army
was running in every direction, like melted wax.

Saul said, “Some of my men must have taken matters into their own
hands.” He ordered his officers to assemble the men and find out who
left their camp. When the roll call was finished, they discovered that
Jonathan and his armor bearer were missing.

Then Saul looked over to Ahijah and barked, “Come over here!
Let’s ask God what we should do.”

But, just as the king had finished speaking, the noise coming from
the Philistine garrison became more and more confused. So he said to
the priest, “Never mind.” Ultimately, Saul decided to rely on his own
counsel. He had tossed away an opportunity to seek God’s will. This
was just another example of how stubborn and unrepentant Saul was
becoming.

Saul quickly called his army together and led them to the Philistine
garrison. By then, the Philistines were so confused, they were killing
each other! And some of their hired soldiers even switched to Israel’s
side and fought for Saul and Jonathan!

Meanwhile, many Israelites had been hiding in the mountains of
Ephraim, north and west of Michmash. When they heard that the
Philistines were on the run, the Israelites came out of hiding and joined
in the chase.

God saved Israel that day, giving His people victory in battle (I
Samuel 13:23; 14:1-23).

A Rash Vow

Earlier, Saul had told his soldiers that he wanted to get even with the
Philistines by sunset. “If any of you men eat before then, you will be
under a curse!” Then the king made them swear not to eat.

Saul’s vow was rash and unwise. It kept his soldiers from regaining
their strength, and made them unprepared for the hard, sweaty work of
battle.
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Besides this, Saul’s fast was done in vain. He was not denying him-
self food and drink in order to focus on loosing “the bands of wicked-
ness, to undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and to
break every yoke,” according to God’s will (Isaiah 58:3-12). Saul was
only seeking to advance his own will. He was far more concerned with
avenging himself than in bringing honor to God in battle and protecting
Israel.

By the time the fighting moved past Beth Aven, the Israelite troops
were weak from hunger. The army went into a forest, and came to a
place where honey was dripping on the ground. But no one ate any of it,
because they were afraid of being put under Saul’s curse.

However, Jonathan did not know about his father’s warning. So he
dipped the end of his walking stick in the honey and ate some with his
fingers. Immediately, he felt stronger and more alert.

A soldier told the prince, “Your father swore that anyone who ate
food today would be put under a curse. He had us agree to his vow. That
1s why we’re so weak.”

Jonathan realized that Saul’s vow was hurting the men, not helping
them. He said, “My father has caused you a lot of trouble. Look at me!
I only tasted a little of this honey, but already I feel strong and alert. We
all would have been better off eating some of the food that the Philistines
had left behind. We would have the energy to slay a lot more of them.”

By evening, Israel’s army was exhausted from Kkilling the enemy
from Michmash to Aijalon, which was about 15 miles westward, near
Philistine territory. They grabbed the food they had captured from their
enemy and started eating. They even killed sheep, cows and calves right
on the ground and ate the meat without draining the blood! In doing so,
they violated God’s Law (Leviticus 17:10-14).

A soldier told Saul, “Look! The army is disobeying the Eternal by
eating meat before the blood drains out.”

“You’re right,” Saul said. “They are being unfaithful to God! Hurry!
Roll a big rock over to me. Then tell every soldier in camp to bring their
cattle and lambs and kill them on this rock—only then can they eat the
meat. That way, no one will disobey the Eternal by eating meat with
blood still in it.”

That night, the soldiers brought their animals over to the big rock and
killed them there. This was the first altar Saul had built for offering sac-
rifices to the Eternal.

Now that his troops were satisfied and their bellies were full, the king
said to them, “We will attack the Philistines again while it is still dark
and fight them all night, if need be. We’ll slaughter them and take every-
thing they own!”
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Jonathan ate the honey.

— [ =] l‘|'r'l-' . 5
* Unaware of his father’s vow,

The soldiers answered, “We will do whatever you want.”

But Ahijah said. “Wait! Let’s ask God what we should do.”

Saul had grown used to making decisions without God’s counsel and
direction. Reluctantly, he asked God, “Should I attack the Philistines?
Will you help us win?”

God did not answer.

Saul gathered his officers to his tent and said, “Someone in this camp
has sinned! We must find out what sin has kept the Eternal from answer-
ing.”
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Saul lacked wisdom, a result of rebelling against God’s will. So the
king blurted out another foolish oath: “I swear by the living God that
whoever sinned must die, even if it turns out to be my own son
Jonathan.”

This time, no one said a word.

The king ordered his army to stand on one side of Ahijah the priest,
while Saul and Jonathan stood on the other side. Everyone agreed.

Then Saul had lots cast, and prayed, asking God why He did not
answer him. “Please show us who sinned, God. Was it my son
Jonathan and me—or was it Your army?”

The answer came back that Jonathan or Saul had sinned, not the
army.

Saul told Ahijah, “Now ask God to decide between Jonathan and
me.” God’s answer was that Jonathan had sinned.

“Jonathan,” Saul said, “tell me what you have done!”

“I only ate a little honey with the end of my walking stick. Because
of your vow, you say I have to die!”

“Yes, Jonathan. I swore to God that you must die.”

“No!” all the soldiers shouted. “God helped your son win the bat-
tle for us. We will not let you kill him, Saul. As the Eternal lives, we
will not let you kill him or even let one hair on his head fall to the
ground!”

The king’s men realized that it was Jonathan’s faith in God that led
to their victory—not Saul’s foolish vows. So the army kept Saul from
killing the prince.

Ever mindful of what others thought of him, Saul gave in to his