
When Piety Hinders rather than Helps 
(1 Samuel 14:24-46) 

Introduction:-  
 
It is a most interesting and extraordinary fact that sometimes pious practices and activities 
can be used to reveal our shortcomings before God, rather than our true standing as God’s 
holy and obedient people. Today we arrive at an interesting interlude passage in the life of 
Saul, that helps to form a bridge between the previous passage about Saul’s defeat of the 
Philistines, and the following chapter that will speak of his final fall-out with Samuel the 
prophet. Again, a contrast is being drawn between Saul and Jonathan, which will also begin 
to tell us a little more about Saul in terms of his standing before God, as well as his battle 
strategies. The previous section concluded with these words: “So on that day the Lord saved 
Israel” (verse 23). And now, at the beginning of our new section, in verse 24, we read, “But the 
men of Israel were in distress on that day, because Saul had bound the people under an oath”… 
And so our new section seeks to fill in the details of Saul’s spiritual standing before God, as 
well as his battle strategies with the Philistines, as this story continues to be played out in the 
life of Israel. What then can we learn from this section today, as we seek to walk in a way that 
will bring glory and honour to God? 
 
1.  First we discover that our Piety may hinder rather than help God’s Plan for us (verses 24-
30) 
 
In this first section, we first of all discover that Saul made an oath with his army, in the form 
of a curse, taking the form that no one was to eat before evening comes, so that Saul could 
avenge himself on his enemies.  Therefore none of his troops tasted food that day. But the 
opening reference to the “distress” that this situation brought upon the army in verse 24, not 
only suggests the low opinion that the writer held about the value of this oath, but the 
following actions and words of Jonathan at verses 29-30, after being refreshed and revitalized 
by the taste of honey, only served to illustrate how foolish this oath proved to be. Also, back 
at 1 Samuel 13:6, the Israelite soldiers were put under deep “distress” by the approaching 
Philistines. And now, using the same word, “distress”, Saul is ironically doing to his own 
soldiers what the Philistines did to them back then. And after being told that Saul’s army was 
fainting for lack of food, Jonathan summed things up in this way at verses 29-30: “My father 
has made “trouble” for the country”, using the same word “trouble” used of Achan’s terrible 
sin in the battle of Jericho at Joshua 7:25. “See what this honey has done for me. How much 
better it would have been if the men had eaten today some of the plunder they took from their 
enemies. Would not the slaughter of the Philistines have even been greater?” And so the 
implication remained, that if Saul had not acted so foolishly, Israel’s victory would have even 
been far greater. What then was driving Saul at this time, with regard to his thinking?  
Obviously, he was thinking of his own pride, honour, and position before God, before that of 
his loyal soldiers, and maybe thought that God could also be manipulated or bribed through 
the use of the oath taken? Or perhaps was it Saul’s desperate way of demonstrating his zeal 
before God in accomplishing this particular task, which was earlier in this chapter made far 
easier by the bold faith actions of Jonathan and his armour-bearer? Was it also Saul’s way of 
imposing authority? If so, it actually led to the undermining of such authority, because, when 
Jonathan, knowing nothing of the oath, is visibly strengthened by eating, it only leads to 
criticism of Saul in verses 27-30. One writer has also suggested that a leader out of touch with 
God will be confused and indecisive in implementing God’s will, and will resort to artificial 
methods in gaining authority. Why deprive soldiers of the very sustenance that alone will 



enable them to fight better and achieve much more for God, had they eaten?  Sometimes our 
strongly held convictions and practices, however pious they may sound, actually get in the way 
of what God wants us to do. For example, fasting can be a helpful spiritual discipline for 
different reasons and occasions, but it should never be used to bribe God into giving support 
to our ventures. How much better it would be if we just got on with doing what God has asked 
us to do!!  How tempting and easy is it for us to often say, “I will pray and even fast about this 
matter”, when God would have us do something more practical and immediate about the 
matter at hand. Indeed, piety can posture and even get in the way of doing God’s will. 
 
2.  Secondly, we discover that one shortcoming leads to another (verses 31-35) 
 
Before there is any further comment on the previous issue, we now discover that the oath of 
denial relating to food intake, now led to another breach of the law with regard to food now 
eaten at the end of the day by the exhausted soldiers. When the exhausted and hungry soldiers 
captured the Philistine animals, they understandably did not wait for proper ritual slaughter 
and preparation of the animals, but ate the meat with blood still in them. At this point, there 
appears to be no reference to Saul’s previous oath, although David Firth (1&2 Samuel 2009, 
p. 165) thinks that the present treachery is still due to the failure to keep that oath, although 
it may also include the legal breach of the Mosaic law relating to the breaking of the 
prohibition on eating the animals with the blood still in them. The life of the animal was in the 
blood, and so to eat blood was to despise life. Also blood atoned for human sin, and was 
therefore sacred, and should not be consumed (Leviticus 3:17; 17:11; Hebrews 9:22). 
Interestingly, in verse 33, it presumably took one of the soldiers present to point this sin out to 
Saul, to which he then replied “You have broken faith.” Was this a reference to his former oath 
not to eat anything, or more specifically to the breaking of the Mosaic Law with regard to 
eating meat with the blood still in it? But whatever way he took this, Saul refused to 
acknowledge his own culpability in the affair, but rather pointed his finger at the Israelite 
troops, whilst three other fingers pointed back to him. Things would not have come to this, 
had Saul realized the foolishness of his previous oath. And added to this, one might begin to 
conjecture that had the person or soldier present “not” reported this issue to Saul, whether he 
would have taken it up himself.  Just maybe, this was typical of Saul’s need to be seen to be 
trying to do the right thing, even though it may have been more to the point that he continued 
to cover his own tracks through his own lack of obedience to the Word and Will of God. Finally 
in verses 34-35 Saul appears to get his act together with a controlled slaughter of animals, as 
well as with the building of his “first” altar, which may reflect back to his disobedient offering 
of the burnt offering at 1 Samuel 13:9-12. Therefore, could this act also be seen as a belated 
way of seeking to cover the tracks of this previous sin?  David Firth (p. 165) concludes, although 
Saul prevented further abuse (with the sacrifice and eating of meat), his oath had created the 
problem. And now the foundations for an intriguing irony are laid, since in chapter 15 which 
follows, it is Saul who seizes the booty and sins. Finally, the point of this section, is that our 
foolishness, however well meant, can sometimes lead others into sin. One poor and foolish 
decision, can lead to others. Paul at 1 Corinthians 8:9-13 warns us not use our freedom in such 
a way that it becomes a stumbling block to the weak. Within this passage Paul speaks about 
eating meat that is offered to idols. Perhaps we can think about what freedoms can become 
a real stumbling block to others under Covid-19?  And it is here that I believe that we need to 
listen to and heed wise advice, and not be guided by the foolishness of advice that can only 
lead to superstition, isolation, suffering, and even death itself. 
 
3.  Finally, we discover the foolishness and futility of oaths and curses (verses 36-46) 
 



When we come to realize that the Lord’s only real intention was to bless Israel, and the nations 
through Israel, according to Genesis 12:1-3, it comes as rather a surprise that Israel’s very first 
king should resort to negative oath-taking and curses, especially toward his own troops, and 
his own son Jonathan. But this final section shows how foolish and futile such oath-taking and 
curses really become, when the Lord’s larger purposes are seen and understood within this 
total narrative. And for us, this only underlines the importance of trying to see the bigger 
picture of what God is seeking to do within his created world. And when we do, like Saul, some 
of our oaths and curses will find themselves turned upside down, in the light of his love and 
greater plan for us.  And so, this final section sees Saul, presumably encouraged by the 
progress that has been made so far, and in contrast to his previous delaying tactics, wanting 
to press his advantage, by engaging in a night raid against the Philistines.  Further, the troops 
are willing, but this time, the priest introduces a delay. Night fighting was unusual, therefore 
requiring a special word from God. But in spite of Saul’s question, God does not provide that 
word (v. 37). Saul then assumes that some sin must be found in the army, or even with his son 
Jonathan. And so Saul swears another oath, based on the Lord’s name, that whoever is the 
guilty party shall die, even if this includes Jonathan (v. 39). But again, there is a hint that this 
oath, like the former one, is foolish. The soldiers, who know that Jonathan had inadvertently 
contravened Saul’s previous oath, do not say a word (v. 39). And after the casting of lots, 
Jonathan is eventually picked out. Then in contrast to Saul, Jonathan readily admits his sin, 
and willingly accepts his punishment. Then Saul swears again, and insists that Jonathan must 
die (v. 44). The fact that Saul had already invoked the Lord’s name in swearing his oath at 
verse 39, suggests that Saul may have been desperately trying to recover God’s favour, even 
at the expense of his son’s life (Mary Evans 1&2 Samuel 2000, p. 70). But the army had other 
things to say about this whole matter. They then intervened with their own oath, which in fact 
was used by Saul at verse 39, that Jonathan would not die, because it was Jonathan who 
brought about this great deliverance in Israel with God’s help. Finally the army’s will prevails, 
Jonathan is spared, and there is no immediate effect from all this foolish swearing and oath-
taking. Saul’s actions have looked suspiciously self-serving throughout. The allusions to Achan 
in the book of Joshua, and Jephthah in the book of Judges, show Saul in a negative light, since 
he tried to manipulate the Lord and troubled the nation. Finally, Saul’s attempts to control 
and manipulate the Lord through his oaths reveal the seedbed of his failure, which impeded 
the nations’ life. The fact that he is met with the Lord’s silence at verse 37, confirms the Lord’s 
earlier rejection of Saul in chapter 13. Finally, throughout chapter 14 we may notice that a 
leader out of touch with God can become strangely “religious.” For example, earlier he fetched 
the ark for guidance, and further on, he feels that he has to offer a sacrifice to repair the “sin” 
of eating meat with blood in it. Finally, he “religiously” wants to execute his son in verses 43-
44!! Only a weird and sanctimonious legalism leads to such folly – like the Pharisees who while 
they were engineering the crucifixion of Jesus were afraid of being legally unable to eat the 
Passover at John 18:28! When people are slipping away from fellowship with the Lord, they 
are able to do and say things that in previous days they never would have dreamed of doing. 
In the end, Saul’s folly is seen even more when we realize that he was so distracted trying to 
execute his son, that he lost the chance to pursue the Philistines further (v.46). And throughout 
all the days of Saul, there was bitter war with the Philistines, according to verse 52. 
 
Conclusion:- 
 
The message of this passage today is that it is so easy to lose touch with God under the cloak 
of religion itself.  Jesus highlighted the particular nature of this sinister sin with the actions of 
the religious leaders of his day, who finally crucified him. Likewise, Saul found it easier to make 
foolish oaths in the name of God, thinking that by doing so, he was gaining favour with God, 



than acting with God’s wisdom and blessing upon his life. This leaves us with the question. To 
what extent might our religious practices or freedom, be creating a stumbling block for others 
today? May our actions seek to bless people, and bring glory to God.    Amen. 
 
 
Prayer:- 
 
Our Father in Heaven, 
 
We give you thanks that you have blessed us today with every spiritual blessing in Christ Jesus. 
And we give you thanks that you have called us to share these blessings with a needy world, 
and to be a blessing unto others. Forgive us when we fail to let our light shine before others, 
through words and actions that only hinder rather than help. May your Spirit guide and help 
us in all that we say and do, in order that your Will may be done on earth, as it is in Heaven.  
These things we ask, giving you thanks, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,   Amen. 
 
 


