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2nd lesson this month on the topic:  God is Still in Control
1st Week: “When Leaders Fail”; God is still in control.  He will find faithful servants to carry out His will.
What this lesson is about: This lesson is about the defeat of the Israelites and the loss of the ark of the covenant after they falsely assumed that the mere presence of the ark would bring them victory.
How this lesson can impact your life: Look beyond the symbols of religious faith to discover a new appreciation of the holiness of God, and renew a right commitment of the living God.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “Misplaced Trust”; Religious symbols and duties point us to God.  We cannot control Him by manipulating the religious symbols.
2. “God is Not in Them”; If we sin against God, reject Him, and rebel against Him, He will judge us.
3. “Treating the Holy as Common”; Religion may and will often fail, but God never does.
Think for a moment of some religious symbols we see today;

· “Fish” symbol on the back of cars/trucks.

· Necklaces with a “cross”.

· Our church buildings.

· Communion table.

· Pulpit.

These symbols (and others not mentioned) can be a powerful testimony to our faith, but can also be abused and misunderstood;

· The person driving the vehicle with the “fish” being an aggressive driver and being rude on the road by “cutting someone off” and flipping the other driver the “finger.”
· Church members arguing about the location of the communion table or the “type” of pulpit displayed or if one should be used at all.

· We need to be careful not to place our trust in the outward signs/symbols but instead trusting our true and living God.

Our lesson today shows us where the Israelites misunderstood the purpose of the Ark of the Covenant;

· The ark pointed to the glory and power of God.

· But the ark was not God.

· It was a symbol of God’s presence with His people.

Someone read our 1st group of scripture verses (Misplaced Trust) 1 Samuel 4:3-5, 10).

Listen to how many soldiers were killed as these verses are read.
The first verse of 1 Samuel 4 states that the Israelites “went out to meet the Philistines in battle”;
· This first battle against the Philistines did not go well for the Israelites.

· The Philistines defeated Israel that day and killed about 4,000 men on the battlefield (4:2 not in our lesson text).

When the Israelite soldiers “returned to the camp” v3;

· The elders asked “Why did the Lord let us be defeated (smitten KJV) today v3.

· Then the elders ordered the Ark of the Covenant to be brought from Shiloh.

· They concluded that if the ark, the symbol of God’s presence, went with them into battle it would save them from their enemies.

· They knew that other armies went into battle with representation of their gods to symbolize their presence.

· The Israelites had left the ark in Shiloh and had chosen not to follow the common practice for proper war preparation.

When the ark entered the camp;

· The Israelites raised such a loud shout that the ground shook (rang again KJV) v5.
· But it was a false hope.

· In the second battle Israel was again defeated.

· But this time “the slaughter was severe” v10.

· Israel lost 30,000 of their foot soldiers.

Why then did God bring defeat upon the Israelites?

· Their failure of confessing the sins or consecrating themselves for battle.

· They chose the wicked sons of Eli to go get the ark v4

· They never asked God for forgiveness and never prepared for battle.

· Their effort was doomed to fail.

· The death of Eli’s 2 sons fulfilled the prophecy in 2:34 that both would die on the same day.
It is easy to trust in our religious symbols, rituals, and duties;

· We attend church, carry our Bibles, and pray over meals.

· These actions can become routine and lose their true meaning.

· Some people turn to God only when things go wrong in life.

· We experience defeat when we don’t place our trust in God.

· God is and will always be in control (our lesson theme this month).

Someone read our 2nd group of scripture verses (God is Not in Them) 1 Samuel 4:20-22.

Listen to how they were affected by the bad news as these verses are read.

The battle went badly for Israel;

· Eli’s sons were killed.

· The ark was captured.

· Soon the news reached Shiloh.

· Eli was sitting on a chair by the city gate.

· When he heard the news he fell backward, broke his neck and died v13-18 (not in our text).

Eli’s daughter-in-law was pregnant and just about to give birth v19 (not in text);

· When she heard the news, she collapsed and began to give birth.

· The labor went badly for her…she was dying v20.

· The women taking care of her tried to comfort her.

· But she did not respond to them or pay attention (answered not/regard it KJV) v20

She lived only long enough to name her new son;

· She named the boy Ichabod.

· This was not a name of joy for the birth of a male child.

· The name was a name of sadness and pain.

She also tried to explain why God’s glory had departed from Israel;

· She named her son Ichabod because the ark of God had been captured v21.

· She knew the ark was in the hands of the enemy.

· And that her father-in-law and brother-in-law, and her husband were dead.

The glory had departed from Israel;

· But not because of those who died.

· Or because the ark had been captured.

· It was because God’s glory and presence had been removed from them.

· Eli’s sons were wicked, and Eli refused to discipline or censure them.

· God was no longer with them.

Someone read our last group of scripture verses (Treating the Holy as Common) 1 Samuel 5:1-4; 6:19-21.  Listen to what happened to those that looked inside the ark as these verses are read.

The Philistines took their captured trophy (the ark) from the Israelites and brought it to Ashdod v1;

· They put it in the temple of Dagon, next to his statue v2.
Their purpose was clear;

· As the defeated deity, the Lord would stand in service before the victorious Dagon (their god).

· They believed that since they won the battle, their god Dagon must have defeated the deity of the Israelites.

· Now just as the Israelites would serve the Philistines;

· The Lord would serve Dagon.

· The Philistines would quickly find out that they were wrong.

Early the next morning the people of Ashdod found Dagon;

· Fallen with his face to the ground before the ark of the Lord v3.

· They took Dagon and returned him to his place v4

· Notice that their god Dagon needed the help of man to sustain him.

· The next morning Dagon had again fallen.

· This time with his face to the ground with his head and palms of both hands broken off v4.

The contrast between Dagon and the Lord was deliberate;

· Unlike Dagon, Israel’s God does not need anyone to rescue Him.

· He secures victory without anyone’s assistance.

· The ark won’t need to be rescued.

· He will bring it back by Himself.

· The supremacy and holiness of the Lord is independent of Israel.

The ark remained in Philistine hands for 7 months (1Samuel 6:1);
· The Lord severely oppressed them as they tried to move the ark from one city to another.

· Finally their own religious leaders warned them to “give glory to Israel’s God” v5-6 (not in our text).
The ark was returned;

· Some offered a sacrifice when it was returned.

· Some looked inside it.

· Those 70 men (3 score and ten KJV) were killed.

· The priests removed the ark from public view.

We tend to want our God to be casual and easygoing;

· He is “the man upstairs” rather than the Lord of Hosts.

· “Chummy” rather than holy.

· God wants us to bow before His holiness with respect and reverence.

· We must come before His presence with quiet humility and brokenness.

· Religion may fail, but God will not.

· God is still in control.

Being Like Everyone Else

Sometimes it’s good to be like everyone else-speaking the same language, for instance.  Numerous regional dialects have added color to American speech, but they can also make it difficult for people from different regions to communicate.
Boontling is one such regional dialect.  It developed in Boonville, a once remote village in northern California.  Boontling has some two thousand words and phrases that differ from Standard English.  Several local men who were called to enlist in the army during World War 1 had to learn Standard English before they could serve.  However, cars, telephones, and television have erased Boonville’s cultural distance from the “outside” world.  Today, only a few old-timers speak Boontling.  As one “boonter” said, “We’ve all piked for dusties now; our harpin’ days are gone.”  (We’ve all died off now; our speaking days are gone.)

Israel’s problem was not that they wanted to communicate with their neighbors; they wished to be governed like them.  They refused to hear from God that having a king as their neighbors did would lead to the same moral and spiritual problems their neighbors had.  Wanting to be like the world is still a problem for the people of God, isn’t it?

Prayer:

Lord we are so thankful that when religion fails, You never do.

We thank You for always being in control of our lives.

We thank you for your grace and love and forgiveness.
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