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The Attributes of Sin, Part 1 

Hunter’s Massacre 
It was a strange anomaly.  A group of hunters were out enjoying God’s creation.  They were completely 
sober and in their right mind.  They were in the wilderness seeking to subdue the earth by shooting 
Bambi. They had positioned themselves in such a way that no one was in the line of sight of another.  
They all had the unobstructed view of the meadow.  It was the perfect place to ambush a deer.   
 
And then it happened.  Not just one deer wandered into the meadow, but an entire herd of at least twenty. 
Never before had the group seen so many deer in one place.  The first shot rang out with another, and 
another.  When the smoke cleared, this group of hunters didn’t just kill the lawful limit, but they 
slaughtered the entire herd! 
 
Afterwards, when the game warden arrested them, they just sat dazed wondering about what happened. 
The game warden asked them, “Why did you massacre the entire herd of deer?” 
 
The men all said that something strange and surreal forced them to act.  After the first deer, they related 
that they got swept up in the event not realizing what they were doing until after we had killed the last 
deer. 
 
Psychologists attribute this to the dynamics of group behavior.  Once the bullets begin to fly, there is an 



 
 

overwhelming urge to participate… to be a part of the mayhem.  And so it was in our text this morning 
when the people of God consummated their desire for a king.   
 
Were they all behind the initial rebellion? No. 
 
Yet at this juncture it is clear that everyone was involved.  As you know, prior to this passage, Israel 
already had rebelled against God opting to be ruled by a secular king rather than the Lord of Glory.  This 
rebellion initially was lead by the elders.1   And yet in the providence of God, the Lord deigned to use 
this sin to accomplish His holy ends, and so He did not hinder Israel from their wicked course. 
 
Our text not only represents that time when Saul was formally presented to Israel.  But it also reveals a 
snapshot of a people engaged in sinning against the Lord.  Here we are given a “freeze-frame” of a 
people in the act of sinning, and so a description of the elements involved in rebellion against the Lord. 
Ronald Youngblood, among other commentators2, wrote of this text: 
 

“We have observed that the major literary units comprising the narrative of the rise of Saul… 
alternate between negative (8:1-22; 10:17-27; 11:12-12:25) and positive (9:1-10:16; 11:1-11), the 
former being antimonarchical and the latter promonarchical. Verses 17-27 [is an example of the 
negative view]...”3  

 
In fact, Matthew Henry indicates that this section is a “reproof” of the people’s sin.4   And V. Philips 
Long quipped that “the most explicit criticism is leveled not against kingship but against the people’s 
request for a king, which is regarded as tantamount to rejection of Yahweh.”  
 
And so what we have here is the consummation of the sinful desire of Israel in casting off God’s 
sovereignty over them in favor of an earthly king.  It is a snapshot, or a freeze-frame of Israel’s sin.  It is 
a passage that reveals to us the attributes of sin. 

The Attributes of Sin 
 

1 Samuel 10:17, “And Samuel called the people together unto the LORD to Mizpeh;” 
 
This was not an arbitrary move on the part of Samuel. You couldn’t have chosen a better place for a 
people to sin than that high and holy place of Mizpah. In Samuel’s day, the site was synonymous with 
dedication and devotion! 
 
Recall that Mizpah was a city approximately five miles5 north of Jerusalem set on a high place, or  a hill. 
During the era of the Judges it most notably was the place where Israel gathered after the shock of 
hearing of Benjamin's sin- an incident which, in relation to our text, had “recently” happened.6 
 
                                                 
1 Compare 1 Samuel 8:4 
2 See also the comments by Robert Bergen, O. v. Gerlach, Keil-Delitzsch, Walter Brueggemann, Henry Smith, and others. 
3 Ronald Youngblood, The Expositor's Bible Commentary (Volume 3) - Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 
Zondervan (July 5, 1992), ISBN-10: 0310364507 Page 629 
4 Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry's Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged in One Volume, 
Hendrickson Publishers; 2Rev Ed edition (September 1, 1991), ISBN-10: 094357532X, page 296 
5 Or approximately 8 kilometers. 
6 Recall that Judges 13 and following overlap the first 6 chapters of 1 Samuel. 
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Judges 19:30, “And it was so, that all that saw it said, There was no such deed done nor seen from 
the day that the children of Israel came up out of the land of Egypt unto this day: consider of it, take 
advice, and speak your minds.” 

 
This is quite a significant reaction.  For an act to be viewed as shocking in an era of complete and total 
lawlessness7 tells us something of the gravity of the sin here referenced.  And so the text continues: 
 

Judges 20:1, “Then all the children of Israel went out, and the congregation was gathered together 
as one man, from Dan even to Beersheba, with the land of Gilead, unto the LORD in Mizpeh.” 

 
How long had it been since God's people 
 

• Assembled as one man? 
• Had any sense of a righteous indignation? 
• Actually cared about the things of the Lord?   
• Were fervent for Christ?   

 
Such thoughts and motives were conspicuously absent during the era of the Judges!  But then in this text, 
toward the end of the Judges, God's people assembled at Mizpah for the purpose of upholding that which 
was 
 

• Righteous.  
• Just.   
• Godly. 

 
From this point on into the near future, Mizpah became synonymous with covenant fidelity and devotion 
to the Lord. It became the place and time when Israel turned back to the Lord! Recall that at this time 
there was no holy place at this time (the ark was being stored at Kiriath-jearim). Thus, it could be argued 
that the holiest place at this time was Mizpah.   
 
This is probably why a good ten years before our text, Israel was humbled such that they wanted nothing 
more than to serve the Lord.  They had had enough of their sin and rebellion.  Samuel assembled Israel 
at Mizpah where once again the people of God devoted themselves to the Lord.  
 

1 Samuel 7:4-6, “Then the children of Israel did put away Baalim and Ashtaroth, and served the 
LORD only. And Samuel said, Gather all Israel to Mizpeh, and I will pray for you unto the LORD. 
 And they gathered together to Mizpeh, and drew water, and poured it out before the LORD, and 
fasted on that day, and said there, We have sinned against the LORD. And Samuel judged the 
children of Israel in Mizpeh.” 

 
In fact so closely associated with Mizpah was the people’s devotion that when the Philistines heard that 
God’s people were gathering at Mizpah they interpreted it as an act of war.8 Truly from the perspective 
of an enemy of Israel, nothing good could happen if Israel gathered in Mizpah.   
 
So from this time forward, when we read of Mizpah, we see a place synonymous with spiritual devotion 

                                                 
7 Compare also Judges 17:6; 21:25 
8 Compare 1 Samuel 7:7 
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and commitment to the Lord.  In fact years later in the second century BC, when Israel rebelled against 
the Greeks (in what is now known as the Maccabean revolt9), the people of God were called to Mizpah 
to dedicate themselves to the Lord. Mizpah is seen as very crucial in the history of God’s people. 
 
Thus in our text when Samuel called God's people to Mizpah we cannot take this as a mistake on 
Samuel’s part.  Even thought Samuel’s purpose was, and let’s be honest here, to enable God’s people to 
reject God and establish for themselves a king like the nations.  Rather, Samuel clearly chose the most 
holy of all places in that day with these implications: 
 

• If the people are going to sin, they must do it at Mizpah.   
• If Israel was going to reject their God, they must do it at a place synonymous with Covenant 

Fidelity. 
 
Now, did this high and holy place have any effect on Israel? Did it cause them to pause and take stock 
of what they were about to do?  
 
All indications from this text, most notably verse 24 suggest that Israel was oblivious to it all. They could 
have been in the Holy of Holies with a prostitute and they wouldn’t have blushed.  And from this we 
glean insight into the nature of Sin: It Knows No Shame!  God’s people could just as well have been at 
the base of Mount Sinai, or in the throne room of God as was Isaiah,10 or transported to the third heaven 
as was Paul,11  and they would have known no difference. They wanted a King and nothing in heaven or 
on earth was going to divert them from their purpose. 
 
Now you may think that I am overstating the case.  After all we know that Israel was in the bond of 
iniquity here, but no one could be that bold in their sinning. Could they? 

Judas Betrays Christ with a Kiss 
 
Let us recall Judas and his betrayal of Christ. 
 

Luke 22:48, “But Jesus said unto him, Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss?” 
 
At this time, Judas now has walked with Christ for no less than three years.  He had eaten with the Lord. 
He had slept on the same ground- sharing the same rock for their head.  Judas had watched Christ in His 
finest hour.  He had been with Christ in almost every place and at almost all times. 
 
As such, Judas was in a position to hear not only the teaching of Christ, but also to behold His miracles. 
He’d seen signs which spoke of Christ’s 
 

• Omnipresence, John 1:48.   
• Omnipotence, John 11:43-44.   
• Compassion, grace, and love, Matthew 9:20-22.   
• Divinity, Matthew 9:1-8.   

                                                 
9 Judas Maccabaeus gathered his forces at Mizpah apparently in hopes of repeating Samuel's famous victory over the enemies 
of the Lord's people, cf. 1 Maccabees. 3:46. 
10 Compare Isaiah 6 
11 Compare 2 Corinthians 12:2 
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• Omniscience, John 11:3, 14. 
 
Accordingly as Judas approached the Lord in the garden, he did not do so ignorant of Who he was 
betraying. He knew he was betraying One who could see into the heart and mind of a man.  Judas had 
even known of the woman at the well who was trying to deceive Christ… 
 

John 4:17-18, “The woman answered and said, I have no husband. Jesus said unto her, Thou hast 
well said, I have no husband:  For thou hast had five husbands; and he whom thou now hast is not 
thy husband: in that saidst thou truly.” 
 

Judas had been with Christ and had heard the Lord’s conversations with the Pharisees: 
 
Matthew 9:4, “And Jesus knowing their thoughts said, Wherefore think ye evil in your hearts?”12 

 
Judas was privy to all of these occasions and so knew that Christ not only was God13, but that He knew 
all things!14  
 
And yet throughout the time he accompanied Christ, he was stealing from the Lord and the disciples.15 
 The result is that during the three year ministry of Christ, Judas’ soul rotted within him!  And that is why 
we are shocked when Judas approached Christ in the garden he had the gall not only to betray the Lord 
of Glory but to betray him with a kiss! 
 
Christ expressed amazement at Judas: 
 

Luke 22:48, “But Jesus said unto him, Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss?” 
 
Such arrogance, carelessness, and shamelessness!  Judas knew that Christ would have known that he was 
betraying Him; yet he approached Christ, feigned affection, and kissed Him! 
 
Sin will make you that bold and that shameless.  Sin will callous your conscience so greatly that you will 
rebel and blame others for it, justify it, and think you deserve it.  Sin will so poison your affections that 
as the dog returns to its vomit, so you will repeat your folly (Proverbs 26:11). 
 
If I’ve seen it once, I’ve seen it a thousand times amongst God’s people.  Today he is a loving, gracious 
servant. But enter sin and the man becomes an arrogant individual strutting about as if his sin was natural. 
Today they love you and genuinely labor for your good. But enter sin and they hope that you’ll like their 
mistress. 
 
I actually know of a man who after committing adultery said to his wife as he confessed his sin, “You’d 
like Jenny; she’s a neat girl.”  That is why there are so many warnings in Scripture concerning the 
shamelessness of sin. 
 

Psalm 12:8, “The wicked walk on every side, when the vilest men are exalted.” 
                                                 
12 Compare also Matthew 12:25 and Luke 11:17 
13 Compare Matthew 14:33 
14 While not present at the time Christ spoke with the woman in John. 4, nevertheless he would have heard of the conversation 
just as John who recorded it. 
15 Compare John 12:6 
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When sin becomes the object of love and desire, wicked people strut about.  The idea here is that there 
is no shame or regret; just a bold, in-your-face attitude which dares others to condemn them.  Is this not 
a commentary on our society? 
 

Psalm 36:1-4, “The transgression of the wicked saith within my heart, that there is no fear of God 
before his eyes.  For he flattereth himself in his own eyes, until his iniquity be found to be hateful.  
The words of his mouth are iniquity and deceit: he hath left off to be wise, and to do good.  He 
deviseth mischief upon his bed; he setteth himself in a way that is not good; he abhorreth not evil.” 

 
When a person gives themselves to sin, they become little devils who no longer blush, but derive 
pleasure from society’s condemnation.  I love how Thomas Watson put it: 
 

“Sin stamps the devil's image on a man. Malice is the devil's eye, hypocrisy his cloven foot. Sin 
turns a man into a devil. [Christ said,] 'One of you is a devil!' John 6:70”16  

Nebuchadnezzar 
Recall what sin did to King Nebuchadnezzar. 
 

Daniel 4:33, “The same hour was the thing fulfilled upon Nebuchadnezzar: and he was driven from 
men, and did eat grass as oxen, and his body was wet with the dew of heaven, till his hairs were 
grown like eagles’ feathers, and his nails like birds’ claws.” 

 
Sin robbed Nebuchadnezzar of his sanity and so made him as an animal before man and God.  As a result, 
he lived in the open, unclothed, and eating from the ground like an animal. And through it all he didn’t 
care who saw him and what they thought.  John Owen described the ravaging effects of sin when he 
wrote this: 
 

“Once they trembled before God’s word and presence, before thoughts of death, and before other 
realities. Now their heart is unaffected, with no thoughts of God’s grace, mercy, or love. Their heart 
is hardened, their conscience seared, their mind blinded, their affections stupefied, and their whole 
soul deceived.”17 

Sin Deceives  
 

Titus 1:15-16, “Unto the pure all things are pure: but unto them that are defiled and unbelieving is 
nothing pure; but even their mind and conscience is defiled.  They profess that they know God; but 
in works they deny him, being abominable, and disobedient, and unto every good work reprobate.” 

 
When a member of the body of Christ give themselves to sin, they will be found doing the most heinous 
and unthinkable things.  But then when they are confronted, they will be offended that you could suggest 
that they aren’t saved.  The picture here is a shameless sinning which has lost its grip on reality. 
 
That is the effect of Sin on the heart and mind of the sinner.  It robs the individual of his sanity.  It brings 
them to the point of many a false conclusion and conviction.  It leads them to confess that evil is good 
                                                 
16 Thomas Watson,  Body of Divinity 
17 John Owen, Temptation and Sin (Volume 6 of Owen's Works), Banner of Truth, ISBN#: 851511260, page 173 
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and that good is evil.   It brings them to the point of having no fear of God before their eyes.18  
 
At this juncture you might ask, “Well then why do we sin?” The answer is found in Hebrews 11:25 
where sin is described as being quite pleasurable.  
 
Why do we sin? Because we believe it is fun!  In light of this, the man or woman of God can be found 
praying with David. 
 

Psalm 19:13, “Keep back thy servant also from presumptuous sins; let them not have dominion over 
me: then shall I be upright, and I shall be innocent from the great transgression.” 

 
Presumptuous sins are those willful sins or sins that are purposely committed.  Our heart’s desire should 
be that the Lord protect us from sin and keep our hearts from rebellion. 

The Tempering Grace of Trial 
 
And yet how does God do this?  
 
Scan the word of God and you will discover that it is through the tempering grace of trial!  If this one of 
your greatest longings then, brothers and sisters, do not lament trials.  
 
Godly people, men and women of Christ in the know, do not lament trials, but allow them to work God’s 
grace in their lives.  In the words of the Puritan: 
 

“No trial is so hard to bear as a sense of sin. If Thou shouldst give me choice to live in pleasure and 
keep my sins, or to have them burnt away with trial, give me sanctified affliction. Deliver me from 
every evil habit, every accretion of former sins, everything that dims the brightness of Thy grace in 
me, everything that prevents me taking delight in Thee. Then I shall bless Thee, God of jeshurun, for 
helping me to be upright.”19 

 
They understand that the bitter providences of life have been ordained by God to keep us sober and alert, 
to keep us from sinning.  God spoke to Hosea of Israel’s adulterous lust for the world. 
 

Hosea 2:6-7, “Therefore, behold, I will hedge up thy way with thorns, and make a wall, that she 
shall not find her paths. And she shall follow after her lovers, but she shall not overtake them; and 
she shall seek them, but shall not find them: then shall she say, I will go and return to my first 
husband; for then was it better with me than now.” 

 
Speaking of this verse Rutherford wrote this: 
 

“The hedge of thorns and the wall which God builds in your way, to hinder you from this lover, is 
the thorny hedge of daily grief, loss of children, weakness of body, iniquity of the time, uncertainty 
of estate, lack of worldly comfort, and fear of God's anger for old unrepentant sins. What do you lose, 
if God twists and makes the hedge even thicker?  God be blessed, the Lord will not let you find your 

                                                 
18 Compare Romans 3:18 
19 Arthur G. Bennett, The Valley of Vision: A collection of Puritan Prayers & Devotions (Paperback),   Banner of Truth 
(November 1, 1975), ISBN-10: 0851512283, page 77.   
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paths? Return to your first husband.”20 
 
In light of this the man of God delights in his tribulations21 that they might not become as Israel in our 
text!  In fact James wrote to the persecuted church these words: 
 

James 1:2-4, “My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations;  Knowing this, that 
the trying of your faith worketh patience.  But let patience have her perfect work, that ye may be 
perfect and entire, wanting nothing.” 

 
James understood that the primary way in which God produces maturation and hence the fear of sinning 
in the life of the child of God is through trial.  Truly as we taste the bitterness of the sin and misery of life, 
we conclude that though a passing pleasure, sin is not worth it!   
 
Well how does it work? How does God use trial in our lives to make us flee from sin and run to Christ? 
 
It lets us see the wages of our sin. 
 

Jeremiah 2:18-19, “And now what hast thou to do in the way of Egypt, to drink the waters of Sihor? 
or what hast thou to do in the way of Assyria, to drink the waters of the river?  Thine own 
wickedness shall correct thee, and thy backslidings shall reprove thee: know therefore and see that 
it is an evil thing and bitter, that thou hast forsaken the LORD thy God, and that my fear is not in 
thee, saith the Lord GOD of hosts.” 

 
When we suffer hardship we get a taste of the bitterness of all sin and thus see that the most insignificant 
sin brings with it death.  And yet it also teaches us the fear of God. 
 

Exodus 20:20, “And Moses said unto the people, Fear not: for God is come to prove you, and that 
his fear may be before your faces, that ye sin not.” 

 
God’s people here are standing at the base of Mount Sinai where they behold the almighty power of God. 
 And Moses’ exhortation was NOT that it was good for them to quake in their boots on account of God 
BUT that they must ever and always live in light of the “fear of God.”  This speaks not of the Christian 
quaking in his boots, but of the child of God knowing the greatness and grace of God. 
 
Truly, this is the end of every trial which God had ordained for His people.  As they were tempered, they 
would remember the fear/reverence of God.  And as they remembered the fear of God, they would not 
sin! 
 
From this we learn how the Lord uses trial and tribulation in the life of the child of God unto their growth 
in grace.  It weans them from created glory whereby the individual is confronted with the glory of Christ 
and His character.  In beholding His glory, they come to understand the wages of their sin, the sacrifice 
required- that of the spotless Lamb, and the pain inflicted as we hear Christ groaning on the tree.  And 
yet the love expressed as we consider that Jesus was God’s only begotten Son whom God was pleased to 
crush in order to save you.  

                                                 
20 Samuel Rutherford, Letters of Samuel Rutherford-hardback, Banner of Truth; Facsimile Ed edition (April 7, 2006), 
ISBN-10: 0851513883 Letter IV, page 41 
21 Compare Romans 5:3 
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About Bethel Presbyterian Church  
 
The Bethel Presbyterian Church Ministry of the Word is published regularly.  
 

VISIT US WHEN IN Broomfield, COLORADO  
Feel free to visit Bethel Presbyterian Church when in Broomfield, Colorado. Bethel Presbyterian Church 
meets at Broomfield High School, Eagle (10th Street) and Main, Broomfield, Colorado. The telephone 
number of the church is 303-469-6912. The worship services are at 9:30 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. each Sunday. 
Bethel Presbyterian Church is a member of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.  
  
All our sermons can be accessed via the World Wide Web.  The recording for this sermon and these 
notes can be found at  Sin Knows No Shame    The web address for all sermons at Bethel Presbyterian 
Church can be found out as follows: http://bethelpresbyterian.sermonaudio.com  

About the Preacher  
Greg Thurston preached this sermon on September 9, 2007.  Greg is the preacher at Bethel Presbyterian 
Church 
 

http://www.sermonaudio.com/sermoninfo.asp?SID=99071817203
http://bethelpresbyterian.sermonaudio.com/
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