<Slide 1> Some theologian (I wish I knew who) once said that when we die and we get to the pearly gates, we will be asked two questions as our judgment – Did you believe my gospel?  Did you obey my gospel?

Obedience  <Slide 2>
Punchline: The Lord desires obedience more than sacrifice, service or even faith.

Saul was king of all of Israel.  He led them into battle and defended them against oppressors and enemies.  Here, God sends him to defeat the Amalekites and is instructed by Samuel (the prophet of the time) to destroy everything – man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey.  Saul goes into battle and defeats the Amalekites and kills and destroys all the worthless things, but spares their king and the best of their sheep and cattle to sacrifice them to the Lord.  And what happens?  He loses his kingship over this incident.  God says “I regret that I ever made Saul king.”  And David rises and eventually is anointed as king when Saul dies in combat.
When Samuel confronts Saul about why he didn’t kill all the livestock, notice that Saul denies that he disobeyed.  He says, “I have done what God wanted…except for this one little thing that doesn’t really matter.  And besides, I did it for God anyway!”  Saul is convinced that his idea was better than God’s original plan so he did in fact fulfill God’s command.  But Samuel asks, “Has the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the LORD?  Surely, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams.” <Slide>
Obedience – Samuel tells Saul that what is most pleasing to God is obedience.  Even if Saul had a brilliant idea that or made the biggest sacrifice in the world, the most important thing to God was obedience.
<Slide>

Throughout the Old Testament, God’s beloved children continually miss out because of their disobedience.  Adam and Eve disobeyed God by eating the forbidden fruit and so they were cast out of the garden.  The Israelites disobeyed God when they wouldn’t take the Promised Land and so they had to wander for 40 years.  Moses disobeyed when he drew water from a rock and so he did not get to inherit the Promised Land.  Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu offered an unauthorized sacrifice and were consumed by fire immediately.  In a similar story, when the Israelites took Jericho, Achan hid some of the devoted things for himself instead of destroying them and he and his whole family were stoned to death.  And here, Saul disobeyed by not killing all the livestock and he lost his crown.  Over and over we see problems – not from lack of faith, not from lack of generosity – but from lack of disobedience.
As Christians in America, there is a lot of pressure to take the emphasis off of obedience.   We often hear that we should make Christianity fun and appealing so we can attract more people – if the expectations are too high, nobody will come.  We often hear that we just have to “accept Jesus as our personal Lord and savior” and that’s all that really matters.  We often hear that what’s really important is that we live quote-unquote “good” lives – you know, give to the poor when we can, come to church when we can, read the bible and pray when we can – and that’s all God really wants.  We hear all kinds of plans for our lives and our church that sound good and wise and potentially successful.  The truth is that more than packed churches, more than overflowing offering plates, more than world peace, God wants obedience.
<Slide>

As Christians there are many important questions that we can ask but none of the answers are substitutes for obedience.  We ask questions like “what will make our church grow” or ”can it grow at all?” but sometimes in answering these questions we forget to ask “What is the will of God?”  We ask questions like “How can I get my kids to come to church?” or “What committee should I serve on?” or “How long will our church survive?” but we forget to ask “What is the will of God?”  Sometimes we even ask questions like (and I know because I do it) – “Is this a sin?” or “Do I have to go to church when I’m on vacation?” or “Why do I always have to volunteer to do the things nobody else will do it?” instead of asking “What is the will of God?”
See Saul’s problem wasn’t that he did something terrible.  He wanted to offer a sacrifice to God.  It wasn’t that he lacked faith.  He had just been delivered by God’s hand in battle.  His problem was that he was disobedient.  God told him to do one thing and he decided that his plan was better than God’s and so he did something else.
Now, we all do this.  We’re human beings.  We all have times when we know what we’re supposed to do and we know what God wants us to do and we do something else.  Sometimes, like Adam and Eve, like Saul, we rationalize by coming up with a plan that we think is just as good as God’s or we decide that God’s rules don’t exactly apply to us the way they’re written (tithing and church attendance come to mind) so we don’t have to do exactly what he says in the way he says it.  And sometimes, like Achan, we just want to do what we want to do.  But the foundation of the gospel, especially from the Presbyterian perspective, is that God knows what’s best for us better than we know what’s best for us.  <Slide> God doesn’t give us commandments and ask us to obey arbitrarily or for his amusement or to test us.  God gives us commandments because they make our lives better.  As broken human beings, none of us really know what is best for our lives.  We don’t know what will bring us lasting peace and happiness.  We don’t know what will bring us security or growth.  We certainly don’t know what will bring us closer to God.  And so God gives us commandments to help us.  We don’t obey the commandments for the sake of pleasing God; we obey the commandments for the sake of making our lives better.  God is pleased by our obedience because it demonstrates our trust in his plan for our lives over our insistence on our plan for our lives.  So I challenge you, brothers and sisters, to be fearless and thorough in your obedience to God.  Don’t be tempted to think you can come up with a plan that’s just as good as God’s plan.  Don’t be tempted to do what you want to do and hope God won’t notice.  Instead, seek always to answer the question “What is God’s will for me at this point?”  As Samuel said to Saul, "Has the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the LORD?  Surely, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed better than the fat of rams.”
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