“The Last Moment You Can Possibly Wait…”

1st Samuel 13:5-14


Shortly after starting her perfume business, Estee Lauder realized she had to persuade a cosmetics buyer to place her products in stores throughout the country.  At 9 AM, Lauder was in the offices of the American Merchandising Corporation, waiting to see Marie Weston, the cosmetics buyer.  Since Lauder had no appointment, she was advised to come back another day.


“I don’t mind waiting,” Lauder said.  “I’ll wait until she has a few free moments.”


Salespeople came and went.  At lunch time, the receptionist said Weston’s schedule was so full that getting to see her was impossible.  Again, Lauder was told to come back another time.


“I’ll wait a little longer,” she said.


Hours passed.  At 5:15 PM, Marie Weston came out of her office.  She looked at Estee Lauder in disbelief, then admiration, and said “Well, do come in.  Such patience must be rewarded.”


Weston was impressed with Lauder’s cosmetics, but there was no room in any of the stores.  Lauder was encouraged to come back later, which of course she did.  Eventually, Weston found room in several stores.  Business began to boom.  The Estee Lauder name became famous in the world of cosmetics.


We all know what it’s like to have to wait.  And if we’re honest, we don’t wait well.  We get frustrated when we have to wait in traffic or in the doctor’s office.  We don’t like to wait in line at Walmart or the grocery store.  A lot of times we don’t even like to wait for the microwave to finish heating our food so we stand and stare at it, as if that will speed up the process!


That kind of waiting bothers us because we have other things we want to be doing, or know we should be doing.  Time spent sitting in traffic could be better used elsewhere.  We could be getting this or that done at home instead of sitting in a doctor’s office.  If we’re waiting we feel that we aren’t being productive.  We should be doing something, amen, not just waiting!

Let’s turn to today’s Scripture reading, 1st Samuel 13:5-14.


We also don’t like to wait on God.  We want to take control of whatever it is we’re waiting for, and try to make it work out the way we want.  We don’t like to hear God tell us to wait.  It’s hard to wait for something from God when you don’t have any idea of when it might happen.  We know we’ll eventually get out of traffic or the doctor’s office or the grocery store.  But it’s much harder to be patient when it comes to God’s timing.  A fellow in the Old Testament had this very problem―and his impatience and lack of obedience led to even greater problems.

5The Philistines mustered a mighty army of 3,000 chariots, 6,000 charioteers, and as many warriors as the grains of sand on the seashore!  They camped at Micmash east of Beth-aven.  6The men of Israel saw what a tight spot they were in; and because they were hard pressed by the enemy, they tried to hide in caves, thickets, rocks, holes, and cisterns.  7Some of them crossed the Jordan River and escaped into the land of Gad and Gilead.
Meanwhile, Saul stayed at Gilgal, and his men were trembling with fear.  8Saul waited there seven days for Samuel, as Samuel had instructed him earlier, but Samuel still didn’t come.  Saul realized that his troops were rapidly slipping away.  9So he demanded, “Bring me the burnt offering and the peace offerings!”  And Saul sacrificed the burnt offering himself.
10Just as Saul was finishing with the burnt offering, Samuel arrived.  Saul went out to meet and welcome him, 11but Samuel said, “What is this you have done?”
Saul replied, “I saw my men scattering from me, and you didn’t arrive when you said you would, and the Philistines are at Micmash ready for battle.  12So I said, ‘The Philistines are ready to march against us at Gilgal, and I haven’t even asked for the Lord’s help!’  So I felt compelled to offer the burnt offering myself before you came.”
13“How foolish!” Samuel exclaimed.  “You have not kept the command the Lord your God gave you.  Had you kept it, the Lord would have established your kingdom over Israel forever.  14But now your kingdom must end, for the Lord has sought out a man after his own heart.  The Lord has already appointed him to be the leader of his people, because you have not kept the Lord’s command.”

Saul was the first king of Israel.  He had been chosen by God and anointed by the prophet Samuel.  Saul had the support of the people and the Spirit of God was upon him.  He was charismatic, a strong leader, and a warrior.

Samuel had also given Saul a set of instructions to follow.  Saul was to prepare offerings and wait seven days.  That was it.  However, Samuel didn’t show up at the appointed time.  Seven days elapsed and no prophet!

King Saul was in a tight spot.  5The Philistines mustered a mighty army of 3,000 chariots, 6,000 charioteers, and as many warriors as the grains of sand on the seashore!...6The men of Israel saw what a tight spot they were in; and because they were hard pressed by the enemy, they tried to hide in caves, thickets, rocks, holes, and cisterns.  7Some of them crossed the Jordan River and escaped into the land of Gad and Gilead.  Israel’s enemy was strong, fast, powerful―and numerous!  Things weren’t going well for Israel on the battlefield.

Meanwhile, Saul stayed at Gilgal, and his men were trembling with fear.  8Saul waited there seven days for Samuel, as Samuel had instructed him earlier, but Samuel still didn’t come.  Saul realized that his troops were rapidly slipping away.  Israel was losing the war.  Morale was low.  Casualties were high.

Imagine being in Saul’s position.  Your troops are exhausted and scared to death.  The enemy is like a tidal wave that just keeps coming.  Morale is so bad that soldiers are hiding in caves and holes in the ground.  And Samuel, the prophet of God―the very presence of God among the people―has told you to sit tight for seven days and do nothing.  And to top it off, the prophet still hasn’t shown up!  Talk about a test of patience!

And it was a test that the king failed. 9So [Saul] demanded, “Bring me the burnt offering and the peace offerings!”  And Saul sacrificed the burnt offering himself.  In an effort to do something―to make something happen―Saul took it upon himself to offer the sacrifices, without Samuel’s presence, direction or blessing.  Saul was a man of action.  He was accustomed to doing.  He probably felt a lot like we do: that if we’re waiting we aren’t being productive.
Our society instills in us a sense that if we’re not active and productive, we’re a drain on the system.  We’re subtly taught that productivity equals importance.  The more you do and produce, the more important you are.  As a soldier, commander and king, Saul needed to be active.  He had to be doing something.  So with Samuel being delayed, Saul decided to get the sacrifices done and out of the way.  It was something concrete, something he could put his hands to and accomplish.
But…

10Just as Saul was finishing with the burnt offering, Samuel arrived.  Saul went out to meet and welcome him, 11but Samuel said, “What is this you have done?”  An important lesson here is this: the last moment you can possibly wait―is the moment before God will act.  Waiting on God is an act of obedience.  Biblical waiting isn’t just about twiddling our thumbs.  It’s not about griping or complaining.  Biblical waiting is a period of refining.  In biblical waiting God is preparing us for the next thing he has for us.
One of the problems in our society of productivity-equals-importance is that it creates a false sense of identity.  The world tells us that to be important, to excel, to advance, one must be more productive than those around you.  Life and work become a competition.  Studies bear this out.  Americans take fewer vacations and time off than any other industrialized nation.  Many working Americans don’t use all the vacation days they’re allowed in a given year.  Why?  Because we believe that if we aren’t producing we’re being lazy.  Slacking off.  Not motivated.  Not holding our end up.  Not pulling our weight.

So when we believe that and live that way, we’re ignoring a critical part of our identity: our spiritual selves.  We’re not feeding the spiritual part of us, but instead are rushing to get one more thing completed so we can prove how valuable we are.  Yet we’re valuable to God no matter how much we produce.  God’s pleased with us before we do anything.  Remember what the Father said to Jesus after he completed his baptism: “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17).  Before Jesus did a single act of ministry or performed a single miracle, God was pleased with him simply because Jesus was his Son, and because Jesus had been obedient.

Being obedient to God’s call and his timing is extremely difficult.  We want to know why?  We want to know when?  And how?  But God calls us to obedience without having these answers.  We’re to trust in his timing, his will, his plan―even if we can’t see the way forward.  Even if we can’t understand.  Even if it seems like time has run out.  Because the last moment we can possibly wait is the moment before God will act.

King Saul was disobedient.  He made a decision to do something instead of waiting and trusting.  His need to be doing ended up as his undoing.  And when Samuel finally arrived, Saul could only excuses.  He blamed his men. Saul replied, “I saw my men scattering from me…  He blamed Samuel.  …and you didn’t arrive when you said you would…  He blamed the enemy.  …and the Philistines are at Micmash ready for battle.  12So I said, ‘The Philistines are ready to march against us at Gilgal…  Then he tried to rationalize his actions by putting a spiritual spin on them…and I haven’t even asked for the Lord’s help!’  So I felt compelled to offer the burnt offering myself before you came.”  In Saul’s mind it was someone or something else that forced his hand into making the wrong decision and being disobedient.  But excuses are never a substitute for obeying God.  Saul thought he could get away with placing blame elsewhere.
God’s not seeking excuses from us.  He desires obedience―just as Jesus was obedient to the Father’s will and was baptized, even though he had no need to repent.  Remember: even John the Baptist was confused about why Jesus would be coming to him for baptism.  John didn’t understand.  But Jesus was being obedient.
Waiting and obedience go hand in hand.  We cannot be obedient without waiting; we cannot wait without being obedient.  This situation in our Scripture reading was the beginning of Saul’s decline as king.  The Spirit of God left him.  The great leader would soon become paranoid, deceptive and arrogant.  The once-charismatic leader ended up as a haunted, miserable shell for his former self.  And in Saul’s place God anointed a new king: David.  Saul’s rash actions set in motion the downfall of his legacy and reign.

When God asks you to wait, remind yourself that God knows all that’s happening around you.  He’s fully aware of every circumstance and situation, and he never, ever abandons us.  He may ask us to wait―and we may not know or necessarily understand why.  We’re called to reaffirm our trust in God―that he’s working out things we cannot see, that he’s fulfilling things according to his will―and that he’s doing nothing to harm us.

In times of waiting, strengthen your spiritual self.  Take advantage of the waiting period to deepen your faith, your prayer life, your understanding of Scripture.  Don’t let the world tell you that you must be producing something to be important.  While waiting, we’re doing some of the most important work there is: the work of refining, purifying and focusing our spirits on God.  Saul discovered that the last moment you can possibly wait is the moment before God will act.  May you be able to wait upon the Lord with hopeful perseverance, and not be tempted to take matters into your own hands; but instead, wait and trust upon him who seeks our faithful obedience.
Amen.
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