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1. Setup-Israel’s First King Under Pressure 

Israel’s transition from tribal confederation to monarchy 
began not with ambition, but with fear. For generations the 
nation had lived under the leadership of judges, temporary 
deliverers raised up by God in times of crisis. Yet as external 
threats grew stronger, many in Israel began to believe that 
their system of leadership left them vulnerable. The elders of 
the tribes approached Samuel, the last of the judges, and 
asked for something that would permanently change the 
nation’s identity: a king who would rule over them like the 
monarchs of the surrounding nations. 

The request is recorded in 1 Samuel 8, where the elders 
explain their reasoning plainly. Samuel was aging, and his 
sons, who served as judges in Beersheba, were accused of 
corruption and injustice (1 Samuel 8:3–5). Concerned about 
leadership after Samuel’s death, and increasingly anxious 
about military threats, the people concluded that a 
centralized monarchy would provide the stability and 
military organization they believed they needed. 

Samuel was deeply troubled by this request. From his 
perspective, Israel already had a king: the Lord Himself. 
Seeking human kingship seemed to reject that reality. Yet 
God instructed Samuel to grant the people’s request while 
warning them about the consequences of monarchy, 
taxation, military conscription, and the concentration of 
power (1 Samuel 8:7–18). The shift would reshape Israel’s 
political life, but it would not remove the covenant 
requirement that the king remain subject to God’s authority. 



Into this moment stepped Saul, a man from the tribe of 
Benjamin. Scripture describes Saul in striking terms. 
According to 1 Samuel 9:2, he stood taller than anyone else 
in Israel and possessed a commanding physical presence. Yet 
the biblical narrative also emphasizes a different quality, 
hesitation. When the time came for his public selection as 
king, Saul initially hid among the baggage rather than step 
forward before the people (1 Samuel 10:21–22). The 
moment reveals an early portrait of Saul: impressive in 
stature, but uncertain in confidence. 

Samuel privately anointed Saul as king before presenting 
him to the nation. The act of anointing symbolized that 
Saul’s authority came from God rather than from human 
ambition. Oil poured upon the head signified divine 
appointment and responsibility. Saul’s kingship therefore 
existed within a unique framework: he ruled politically, but 
he remained accountable to God’s word delivered through 
the prophet. 

The early days of Saul’s reign appeared promising. Shortly 
after his selection, he successfully rallied Israel against the 
Ammon, whose king Nahash the Ammonite had threatened 
the city of Jabesh-gilead. According to 1 Samuel 11, Saul 
gathered the tribes, defeated the Ammonite forces, and 
secured Israel’s safety. The victory strengthened public 
support for the new monarchy and confirmed Saul’s 
legitimacy as king. 

Following this triumph, the nation gathered at Gilgal, a 
location rich with historical significance. Gilgal lay near the 
Jordan River, where Israel had first camped after crossing 
into the promised land under Joshua (Joshua 4–5). It had 



long served as a place of covenant renewal and national 
assembly. There Samuel formally confirmed Saul’s kingship 
before the people and offered sacrifices of thanksgiving to 
God (1 Samuel 11:14–15). 

Yet even as the monarchy was being established, Samuel 
reminded the nation that the king’s authority was not 
absolute. In his farewell address recorded in 1 Samuel 12, 
Samuel warned both the king and the people that their future 
depended on obedience to God. If they remained faithful, the 
kingdom would stand. If they turned away, both king and 
nation would suffer the consequences (1 Samuel 12:14–15). 
The speech reinforced the unique nature of Israel’s 
monarchy: the king ruled under God’s covenant, not above 
it. 

Soon after, the fragile stability of the young kingdom was 
tested. The long-standing conflict with the Philistia 
intensified once again. The Philistines possessed superior 
military technology, including iron weapons and organized 
chariot forces, which gave them a formidable advantage over 
Israel’s agrarian militia. (Scholarly interpretation: 
Archaeological evidence suggests that Philistine access to 
ironworking technology during this period contributed to 
their military dominance in the region.) 

Saul assembled Israel’s forces to confront the growing 
threat, gathering troops near Gilgal as tensions escalated. 
The situation placed enormous pressure on the newly 
crowned king. Israel’s army was small and poorly equipped 
compared to its enemy, and morale was fragile. Saul’s 
leadership would soon be tested not merely in battle strategy, 
but in obedience. 



Before the confrontation, Samuel had given Saul a specific 
instruction. The king was to wait seven days at Gilgal until 
the prophet arrived to offer sacrifices and seek the Lord’s 
guidance (1 Samuel 10:8). The command may have seemed 
simple, but it reflected a fundamental principle of Israel’s 
covenant order: even the king must wait upon God’s 
appointed word. 

As the crisis with the Philistines approached, Saul found 
himself standing between two powerful forces, an enemy 
gathering for war and a divine instruction that required 
patience. The future of his reign would depend on which 
authority he trusted more: the urgency of the battlefield or 
the timing of God. 

In the tense silence of Gilgal, with soldiers watching and the 
enemy drawing closer, the first great test of Israel’s 
monarchy began to unfold. 

2. Conflict-The Rising Fear Before Battle 

The fragile confidence surrounding Israel’s new monarchy 
was quickly tested by the return of a familiar enemy. The 
Philistia, long one of Israel’s most formidable rivals, began 
assembling forces for a major confrontation. Their power 
was well known throughout the region. The Philistines 
occupied strategic coastal cities along the Mediterranean and 
controlled important trade routes and military corridors into 
the central hill country of Israel. 

The conflict intensified when Jonathan, the son of Saul, 
struck a Philistine garrison stationed at Geba (1 Samuel 
13:3). The attack was bold and successful, but it immediately 



provoked retaliation. When news of the assault spread, the 
Philistines mobilized a massive military response. 

The biblical account in 1 Samuel 13:5 describes the enemy’s 
strength in dramatic terms: thousands of chariots, horsemen, 
and soldiers “as numerous as the sand on the seashore.” 
While the numbers may reflect ancient literary emphasis on 
overwhelming force, the description clearly communicates 
the scale of the threat facing Israel. (Scholarly 
interpretation: Many historians suggest the phrase 
emphasizes military superiority rather than precise troop 
counts.) 

The Philistine army gathered at Michmash, a location 
northeast of Jerusalem. From this position they could 
control access to the central hill region where many Israelite 
communities were located. Their presence placed immediate 
pressure on Israel’s defenses. 

The reaction among the Israelite soldiers was swift and 
deeply revealing. Scripture records that fear spread rapidly 
through the ranks. According to 1 Samuel 13:6, many men 
hid themselves in caves, thickets, cliffs, and cisterns 
throughout the rugged terrain. Others crossed the Jordan 
River and fled into the territories of Gad and Gilead. 

The geography of the region partly explains this response. 
The hill country surrounding Gilgal and Michmash 
contained steep valleys, caves, and rocky slopes that 
provided natural hiding places. When confronted with a 
well-equipped invading army, many Israelites sought refuge 
in these natural shelters rather than face the enemy in open 
battle. 



As panic spread, Saul’s forces began to shrink. The king 
remained at Gilgal with the soldiers who had not yet fled, 
but the situation was deteriorating quickly. Every passing 
day weakened Israel’s ability to resist the advancing 
Philistine army. 

Amid this growing crisis stood an instruction that Saul had 
received earlier from Samuel. Before the conflict escalated, 
Samuel had commanded Saul to wait at Gilgal for seven days 
until the prophet arrived to offer sacrifices and seek the 
Lord’s direction (1 Samuel 10:8). The instruction reflected 
the religious structure of Israel’s leadership. Although Saul 
was king, the authority to present certain offerings before 
God rested with those appointed to priestly or prophetic 
roles. 

In ancient Israel, sacrifices were not merely ritual acts; they 
represented the nation’s dependence on God for guidance 
and victory. Before major military engagements, leaders 
often sought divine favor and instruction through offerings 
and prayer. Samuel’s arrival was therefore not a minor 
ceremonial detail; it was meant to signal that the coming 
battle would be fought under God’s direction rather than 
human strategy alone. 

But as the days passed, Samuel had not yet arrived. 

Saul watched his soldiers grow restless. The Philistine forces 
remained entrenched at Michmash. Reports of Israelite 
desertions continued. Each moment of delay deepened the 
sense that the army’s courage was slipping away. 

The king faced a pressure that many leaders encounter in 
moments of crisis: the fear that waiting might allow disaster 



to unfold. Saul knew the command he had received. He also 
saw the reality unfolding around him, an army losing 
confidence and an enemy preparing for war. 

The tension between obedience and urgency began to 
dominate the scene at Gilgal. 

The seventh day approached, the deadline Samuel had given 
for his arrival. Yet the prophet still had not appeared. 

For Saul, the silence of waiting grew heavier than the noise 
of battle. What had begun as a test of patience was quickly 
becoming a test of trust, trust that God’s timing would not 
fail even when the situation demanded immediate action. 

In the gathering tension of that moment, Saul stood at the 
edge of a decision that would shape the entire course of his 
reign. 

3. Turning Point-The Unauthorized Sacrifice 

As the final hours of the seventh day approached, the tension 
at Gilgal had reached a breaking point. The army of Saul 
stood under the shadow of a growing military threat. Across 
the hills at Michmash, the forces of Philistia continued to 
gather strength. Meanwhile, the Israelite troops surrounding 
Saul were steadily losing confidence. 

Scripture describes the moment with striking clarity in 1 
Samuel 13:8–9. Samuel had earlier instructed Saul to wait 
seven days until the prophet arrived to offer sacrifices and 
seek God’s guidance before battle (1 Samuel 10:8). The 
command was straightforward, yet it placed the king in a 
position that demanded patience while the military situation 
deteriorated. 



As the days passed, Saul watched the consequences of 
waiting unfold around him. Soldiers slipped away from the 
camp. Fear spread through the ranks. The Philistine army 
remained entrenched nearby, and no divine guidance had yet 
been sought. The absence of Samuel, whether due to travel 
delays or other circumstances not explained in the text, 
intensified the pressure. 

The king faced a choice that exposed the deeper tensions 
within Israel’s system of leadership. Though Saul held 
political authority, the role of offering sacrificial worship 
belonged to those appointed to priestly or prophetic service. 
In Israel’s covenant structure, the king was not the ultimate 
religious authority. That role remained under God’s direction 
through the priesthood and the prophetic office. 

Yet the urgency of the moment pushed Saul toward action. 

According to 1 Samuel 13:9, Saul ordered that the burnt 
offering and fellowship offerings be brought forward. Then 
he personally offered the sacrifice. 

The biblical narrative presents this decision without 
embellishment. There is no record of dramatic speeches or 
ritual detail. The act itself, Saul performing a sacrifice he had 
been commanded to wait for Samuel to offer, was enough to 
reveal the gravity of the situation. 

Almost immediately after the offering was completed, 
Samuel arrived. 

The timing is one of the most striking elements of the 
passage. The prophet appeared just as Saul finished the 



sacrifice. The king went out to greet him, expecting approval 
or relief that the ritual had been completed before battle. 

Instead, Samuel asked a direct and penetrating question 
recorded in 1 Samuel 13:11: 

“What have you done?” 

Saul’s response reveals the reasoning that led to his decision. 
He explained that the soldiers were scattering, that the 
Philistines were assembling at Michmash, and that Samuel 
had not yet arrived at the appointed time. Facing these 
circumstances, Saul concluded that the army needed to seek 
God’s favor before the battle began. He stated that he “forced 
himself” to offer the burnt offering (1 Samuel 13:12). 

The explanation reflects the intense pressure Saul felt as both 
military commander and king. From his perspective, the 
sacrifice seemed necessary to restore confidence among the 
troops and to invoke divine blessing before the coming 
conflict. 

Yet Samuel’s response exposed the deeper issue. 

The prophet declared that Saul had acted foolishly because 
he had not kept the command given by the Lord. The 
problem was not simply that Saul offered a sacrifice. The 
deeper problem was that he acted independently of the 
instruction he had received. By stepping into a role, he had 
been told to wait for Saul placed urgency above obedience. 

Samuel’s words in 1 Samuel 13:13–14 carried lasting 
consequences: 



“You have not kept the command the Lord your God gave 
you… your kingdom will not endure.” 

The prophet then announced that the Lord would seek “a 
man after His own heart” to lead the people. While the 
identity of this future king is not revealed at this point in the 
narrative, later chapters make clear that the reference points 
to David. 

(Scholarly interpretation: Many biblical scholars view this 
statement as a pivotal transition in the narrative of 1 Samuel, 
signaling that Saul’s dynasty would not become Israel’s 
permanent royal line.) 

The confrontation at Gilgal marked more than a personal 
mistake. It revealed a fundamental failure in Saul’s 
understanding of kingship under God’s covenant. Israel’s 
monarchy was never meant to replace divine authority or 
prophetic guidance. The king’s role was to govern faithfully 
within the boundaries established by God’s commands. 

By acting before Samuel arrived, Saul attempted to secure 
God’s favor through an action that bypassed the very order 
God had established. 

The battle with the Philistines still lay ahead. The army 
remained frightened and poorly equipped. Yet the most 
decisive moment of the day had already passed, not on the 
battlefield, but at the altar. 

At Gilgal, Saul’s impatience exposed a deeper struggle 
between trust and control. And with that decision, the 
foundation of his reign began to shift in ways that would 
shape the future of Israel’s monarchy. 



4. Resolution-A Kingdom Allowed, But Not Secured 

The confrontation between Samuel and Saul at Gilgal did 
not end Saul’s reign immediately. The king remained on the 
throne, and the Philistine threat had not disappeared. Yet 
something decisive had already taken place. According to 
the biblical narrative, Saul had crossed a line that revealed 
the deeper weakness of his leadership: he had chosen 
urgency over obedience. 

Samuel’s declaration in 1 Samuel 13:13–14 carried 
profound consequences. The prophet told Saul that if he had 
kept the Lord’s command, his dynasty might have been 
established permanently over Israel. Instead, God would 
seek another leader, “a man after His own heart,” to govern 
His people. The statement did not remove Saul from the 
throne at that moment, but it meant that his royal line would 
not endure. 

In the political culture of the ancient Near East, kingship 
normally aimed to establish lasting dynasties. Royal power 
was expected to pass from father to son across generations. 
Samuel’s words therefore signaled something far greater 
than a personal rebuke. They announced that Saul’s house 
would not become Israel’s permanent royal family. 

After delivering the message, Samuel departed from Gilgal, 
leaving Saul to face the immediate realities of the conflict 
with Philistia. The situation remained precarious. Scripture 
reports that Saul counted the soldiers still with him and 
discovered that only about six hundred men remained (1 
Samuel 13:15). The once larger force had diminished 
dramatically as fear spread through the ranks. 



The imbalance between the two armies was stark. The 
Philistines maintained camps around Michmash, 
controlling key routes through the hill country. Their 
presence placed enormous pressure on Israel’s territory. 

Another detail recorded in 1 Samuel 13:19–22 reveals the 
depth of Israel’s vulnerability. At that time, no blacksmiths 
were found in Israel because the Philistines had restricted 
metalworking to prevent the Hebrews from forging 
weapons. As a result, most Israelite soldiers possessed only 
agricultural tools rather than swords or spears. Only Saul and 
his son Jonathan are specifically said to have carried proper 
weapons. 

(Scholarly interpretation: Archaeological and historical 
research suggests that Philistine control of ironworking 
technology during this period may have contributed 
significantly to their military advantage in the region.) 

Against these odds, Saul remained king and continued to 
lead the people. Yet the narrative subtly shifts its focus away 
from Saul’s authority toward the unfolding work of God 
through other figures. In the chapters that follow, Jonathan’s 
courageous actions against the Philistines demonstrate a 
different kind of leadership, one marked by trust in God 
rather than reliance on numbers or strategy alone (1 Samuel 
14). 

The incident at Gilgal therefore became more than a single 
moment of disobedience. It revealed a pattern that would 
continue to surface throughout Saul’s reign. When faced 
with pressure, Saul repeatedly struggled between trusting 



God’s instructions and acting according to immediate 
circumstances. 

This pattern would become unmistakable later when Saul 
failed to fully carry out God’s command concerning Amalek 
(1 Samuel 15). That later episode would lead Samuel to 
declare that the Lord had rejected Saul as king, confirming 
the trajectory that began at Gilgal. 

Theologically, the events at Gilgal illuminate the unique 
structure of Israel’s monarchy. Unlike surrounding nations 
where kings often held ultimate religious authority, Israel’s 
king ruled under the covenant established by God. The 
prophet and priest served as guardians of that covenant. 
Saul’s attempt to offer the sacrifice himself blurred this 
distinction and revealed a misunderstanding of the 
boundaries placed upon royal authority. 

The battlefield conflict with the Philistines would continue, 
and Saul would remain Israel’s ruler for years to come. But 
the most significant loss has already occurred. 

The stability of his dynasty. 

The kingdom Saul governed was no longer destined to 
belong to his house. The line of kings would pass elsewhere, 
toward a shepherd from Bethlehem, though that future 
remained hidden at the time. 

At Gilgal, Saul still wore the crown. 

But the future of the throne had already begun to move 
beyond him. 

Final Reflection, The Cost of Acting Too Soon 



The moment at Gilgal stands as one of the most revealing 
turning points in the life of Saul. Nothing about the scene 
appears dramatic. There is no battlefield defeat, no national 
collapse, no public rebellion. Instead, the crisis centers on 
something far quieter, an act of impatience during a moment 
of pressure. 

Saul stood in a situation that many leaders throughout 
history have faced. His army was shrinking. The enemy was 
gathering strength. The prophet he had been told to wait for 
had not yet arrived. Every visible circumstance suggested 
that delay would lead to disaster. From a purely strategic 
perspective, Saul’s decision to offer the sacrifice may have 
seemed practical, even responsible. 

Yet the biblical narrative insists that the deeper issue was not 
strategy but trust. 

Through Samuel, God had given a clear instruction: wait 
seven days and seek divine direction before moving forward 
(1 Samuel 10:8). The command required patience in a 
moment when patience felt dangerous. Saul’s choice to act 
revealed that he trusted the urgency of the situation more 
than the reliability of God’s word. 

This moment exposes one of the central tensions of faith. 
Obedience often requires waiting when circumstances 
demand immediate action. Saul believed he could secure 
God’s favor through the sacrifice, but in doing so he stepped 
outside the order God had established. 

The consequence was not instant removal from power. Saul 
continued to rule for many years. Yet Samuel’s declaration 
made something clear: the kingdom would not remain in 



Saul’s family line. The stability of his dynasty was lost 
because of a single decision made under pressure. 

Throughout Scripture, leadership is measured not only by 
strength or courage, but by submission to God’s authority. 
Israel’s kings were never meant to replace God’s rule; they 
were meant to serve within it. Saul’s mistake at Gilgal 
revealed how easily that boundary could be crossed when 
fear began to shape decision-making. 

The story therefore reaches beyond ancient history into the 
universal experience of human leadership and responsibility. 
Moments of crisis often create the illusion that waiting is 
weakness and that control must be seized immediately. 

But the account of Saul raises a deeper question: 

When pressure mounts and outcomes feel uncertain, do 
we trust God enough to wait, or do we step forward in 
our own strength, believing that action is safer than 
obedience? 
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