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HOW NOT TO RAISE OUR EBENEZER
1 Samuel 4

Eli has come in for a hard time lately – for tolerating great wickedness in his sons. Yet, although he was weak, sinfully weak, Eli’s heart was right. He had just heard that Israel had been defeated by the Philistines. He was then told that there had been a great slaughter. Included in that slaughter were his two sons, both killed in one day. And did he have much hope of seeing those sons in heaven? But then the messenger told him that the ark of God had been taken. And we read that "it came about that when he mentioned the ark of God that Eli fell off the seat" and broke his neck and died. 

We see a similar thing at the end of the story with his daughter-in-law, Phinehas’ wife. She gave birth to a son. A new child is always a sign of hope. But, “She did not answer or pay attention,” we read. “And she called the boy Ichabod, saying the glory has departed from Israel because the ark of God was taken and because of her father-in-law and her husband.” But it was the ark of God that grieved her most. “The glory has departed from Israel, for the ark of God was taken.” 

One writer suggests that though that was a very beautiful sentiment, she was wrong. And he goes on to say that "the glory of God had indeed departed but not because the ark had been captured. The ark had been captured because the glory had already departed." 	H L Ellison quoted in Davis' Commentary, p.46. And that, congregation, is what this story is trying to tell us. The story ends by telling us about a child being born and being named Ichabod because the glory had departed from Israel. And the glory had departed from Israel because of another very significant word at the beginning of the story. In the first verse we read, “Now Israel went out to meet the Philistines in battle and camped beside Ebenezer.” 

We all know what Ebenezer means. We sing it in that hymn, “Here I raise my Ebenezer.” In the seventh chapter of this book, Israel won a great battle over the Philistines under Samuel. So Samuel set up a little stone monument and he called it Ebenezer. It means ‘stone of help’. And he said, “Thus far has the Lord helped us.” So when we sing that hymn, “Here I raise my Ebenezer,” we are saying, “I declare and I want the world to know that I am here a believer, by grace, by God’s help”. 

Our story today takes place before that battle in which God helped Israel. Its aim is to teach us how not to raise an Ebenezer, how not to make the Lord our help. Let’s have a look at it under three headings.

1.	THE WAY OF ISRAEL WITH THE ARK
Israel was in the cactus. There is no doubt about that. They had fought and been defeated and lost four thousand men. We are not quite sure about these large numbers in this word used for thousand in the Old Testament. It does mean thousand and it could mean literally that four thousand men were killed. But because the numbers get so large in other places, some scholars have wondered whether the word means something like a battalion or a commando, a group of men, a military division without actually specifying how many men involved. At any rate, they had been defeated and they had lost a lot of soldiers. But they had a correct idea of the sovereignty of God because when they sat down and talked about it, they said, “Why has the Lord defeated us today before the Philistines?” “Oh well, I know why," says one, "it was because we didn’t take the Lord with us! We went alone!" "Let us take to ourselves from Shiloh the ark of the covenant of the Lord,” they said in verse three, “that it,” or that could be translated he, “that he may come among us and deliver us from the power of our enemies.” 

The ark was the covenant box, the ark of the covenant. On top of the ark there were two cherubim, two angels facing each other with their wings outstretched towards each other and God’s abode on this earth was beneath their outspread wings in the Shekinah glory, the glory that came down and filled the tabernacle when the tabernacle was dedicated in the desert years before. The elders believed that if they took the symbol of God’s presence with them, God himself would go with them. After all, it had worked at Jericho hadn’t it? And when the ark arrived in the camp, therefore, there was a huge cheer, “We’ve got the ark. We’ve got God with us. Just let us at those Philistines again in the morning." And the Philistines heard the cheering and they didn’t have a good night. 

But it did no good. And the rest of the story we’ve read. Why, congregation, did it do no good? Because it was magical; because it was manipulative. It displayed an attitude to God that is completely opposite of what we ought to have. “Oh boys, we forgot the ark. Get the ark. Get God to fight for us and then we’ll be right.”  It was not much more than a systems failure in the logistics department. That is how they viewed it. “Oh, we didn’t get everything quite right, we didn’t have all the right techniques and the right gear.” But it was more than that. It showed that they viewed God as a god-for-us rather than us-for- God. 

Their thinking went no further than that. It didn’t occur to them that there might be deeper reasons than mere equipment or technique. And these are the people who, previously, we read in chapter two, had come to Eli with their very concerning reports about his sons and "all they did to Israel in the tent of meeting." Perhaps even in those concerned reports they were only concerned about Hophni and Phinehas’ desecration of the offerings from the point of view that if the sacrifices were not offered correctly they might not work. And above all, our religion must work. It must do us good. 

They were not really concerned at all about God’s honour or about their own hearts. Because now in the face of this defeat, there was no looking inward, there was no heart-searching, there was no asking the question: “Is God telling us something in this men? Is this another Ai perhaps?” It was purely a technical and tactical debriefing. 

But congregation, we’re still doing it. 
#	Sometimes I get advertising material for seminars on worship or on evangelism or on prayer that almost amounts to this sort of attitude. And we’re encouraged to think that if we pray all night or that there are certain techniques in prayer that will have success with God. 
#	And it still happens, even though in our largely secularised society much less, that people want their baby ‘done’. We had occasion to talk to a youngish woman not so long ago who was very upset that a Roman Catholic priest would not baptise her baby and the reason was, “she didn’t regularly go to church.” Well, good on the priest. 
#	I have had parents talk to me very concerned about having their children catechised, even giving the reason that they made a promise to God at their children’s baptism to do so. Yet they themselves don’t keep their profession of faith vows and live in Church fellowship and worship regularly themselves. Yet God is supposed to come to the party and help them bring up their children. 
#	We can do this in all sorts of ways. We can do it with Christian education. I have read material sometimes which almost seems to show that people think that if they home-school their children then they’ve got the salvation of their children sewn-up. I’ve heard others, when their children went astray say, “Well I sent him to the Christian school,” as if their responsibility to bring up their child in the Lord was fulfilled by passing it on to the Church and on to the school. 

People of God, Christian education is almost a command, I believe, if it’s at all possible, and for most of us it is one way or another. So is baptism. So is public worship. So is prayer. But, required by God though they be, they are still only means of grace, even as that ark was supposed to be. They are all only ways by which we show our love to God, by which we show our devotion to God. They’re all only ways which are intended to draw our hearts to God, to bring us and our children into a real and living fellowship with God. And if we come into that kind of a fellowship and relationship with God, there’s going to be real heart business going on with us. 

But there was no heart business going on in Israel that day. And too often it's not happening in Christians today either. The glory has gone, not because we don’t have a nice Church building or a beautiful communion set. Have you ever been to an old church, maybe especially a beautiful old cathedral? I love old churches. If we go to a new town I always go and have a look at these beautiful big old churches – until I pick up a brochure on the history of the building and it prattles on for pages about the history of the altar cloth! Or that it’s got a bit of stone from St Paul’s in London in the side of the pulpit!

Now we Reformed people don’t do it like that, thank God. But don’t think we can’t fall into this sort of nonsense and magical manipulation of God in other ways. Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, the glory has gone from the Church when our religion looks to God pretty much only to perform for us, to do something for us. Or when it glories in outward things, whether they be services or activities or rituals or confessions. Then God might just as well take them away from us. 

That was the way of Israel with the ark. But what was the way of God with the ark? 

2.	THE WAY OF GOD WITH THE ARK
God saw the ark quite differently and I want to mention just four things. 
First of all, as I said, it was called a ‘Covenant Box’. Now what is a covenant? A covenant is an agreement between two or more persons that binds them in a certain relationship with obligations to each other and certain things they may expect from each other. Marriage is a covenant and marriage vows express the obligations that a husband and a wife have to each other and the rights that they may expect from each other.  A partnership agreement or a business contract which sets out the same sort of thing is a kind of covenant. 

So the first thing about the ark was that it had to do with a personal relationship between Israel and their God. And in that covenant Israel could expect God, indeed, to protect them and save them from their enemies and to bless them. But in that covenant, God expected Israel to worship him, to serve him and him alone. 

Secondly it was called the ark of the covenant of the Lord of Hosts. The Lord of Hosts, you’ll remember, is how Hannah addressed God in her prayer. The Lord of Hosts is the God who rules the heavens and all the heavenly bodies and all spiritual powersostsH
H

, the God who rules the nations of the earth. And in Israel’s history we come to see that Israel itself is called "the host of the Lord." It’s the covenant of the Lord of Hosts, the God who ruled Israel. 

Thirdly, among the things inside the ark, the covenant box, were principally the two tables of the law, which Israel had received from God on Mount Sinai and committed themselves to keeping.

Fourthly, of course, nobody in Israel, and nobody ever, keeps the law of God. So God provided sacrifices. And the blood of the sacrifices of the great Day of Atonement was sprinkled on the lid of the ark, underneath and between the wings of the cherubim, right where God dwelt. Because of that blood their sins were forgiven. So the lid where God’s glory dwelt was called the Mercy Seat. 

Now when we put all of this together, what did the ark mean to God and what should it therefore have meant to Israel? It meant that Israel was in a personal relationship with God who had taken them to himself in love and in mercy and forgiveness, who ruled them and who spoke to them in his law. But Israel had forgotten all this. They had reduced God to a god who must work for them. 

They had forgotten God, you see, when they went to battle. But then they remembered him and in a magical sort of way they brought him into the camp (as if we can take God anywhere!) and with that they all shouted triumphantly. But too soon. For:

3.	THE WAY OF GOD WITH THE WAY OF ISRAEL WITH THE ARK 
They’d remembered God and that was good. But they hadn’t remembered God at all rightly and they hadn’t remembered the law in the covenant box. There was no heart searching whether maybe it was because of sin on their part that God had defeated them that day before the Philistines. So there was no repentance and no spiritual dealing with God. So God defeated them again before the Philistines much worse than the last time. And in particular, the very thing that they thought would save them was captured and carried off. 
Congregation, God doesn’t give a fig about the ark – in itself. Why did God not leave us any pictures or busts, for example, of Jesus? After all, we have busts of Julius Caesar from the same time-period. Why do we not have one of Jesus? Well it’s obvious from this story. Just look at what Rome does with the shroud of Turin; imagine what we’d do with a picture or a bust of Jesus! 

You know, I would love a beautiful old stone church with a pipe organ and that we all be able to sing like a choir. We sing pretty well, actually. But I would love that. On the other hand, I have met people, and I’m sure you have too for there are many around, who go to Church and they profess to be Christians, yet as I have talked to them sometimes, I have really had to wonder whether what they loved was not the Lord but all the beautiful cultural accoutrements about church – a beautiful organ, Bach oratorios, the choir. Brothers and sisters, I hope that if we ever got like that, I’d walk out and shake the dust of this place off my feet, even break the organ. Because that’s what God did that day in Israel. 

God doesn’t care about covenant boxes and he doesn’t care about circumcision or baptism or the Lord’s Supper – in themselves. Paul tells us, doesn’t he: “For then your circumcision becomes uncircumcision, your baptism becomes unbaptism.” And God doesn’t care about preaching; he doesn’t care about Christian education, about liturgy, about beautiful prayers either – in themselves. There is a saying, “The family that plays together stays together.” We have baptised that and said that the family that prays together stays together. Maybe! But if that is why we pray together, then the glory has gone. God will not be used. When it comes to that, God becomes an iconoclast. He starts breaking images and sacred things. 

You see, for a time here, God won’t even care about his own honour. God was shamed that day in the eyes of the Philistines. He will allow his name to be besmirched by the world by bringing the Church into disrepute when the Church has become disreputable anyway. Because God cares about us and he loves us and he wants the love of our hearts! Isn’t that what he did with his own son on the cross of Calvary? The Son of God came into the world and he was argued with and contradicted by sinners. He endured the cross, a criminal’s death, with all its shame, for our salvation. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, do you see what God is doing here? He will suffer shame even, for a time, rather than allow us to sustain a false relationship with him. He will allow us to suffer great disappointment to awaken in us who he really is. 

That’s the way of God with the way of Israel with the ark. 

CONCLUSION
So the Lord judges Israel for their presumption. I said last week that salvation always comes with judgment. Maybe it’s also true that judgment always comes with salvation: because a son is born, albeit it with a depressing name, and children are always a sign of hope. Especially a son in Israel at that time. 

There would still be someone from Eli and Phinehas’ family to see the king that Hannah prophesied back in chapter two, when he came. There is still hope that someone from Eli and Phinehas’ family would see the Messiah when he came, even if Israel had to be completely subjected to the Philistines for a time. 

Furthermore, God has shown his faithfulness. What he prophesied about Eli’s family, he had begun to do. But in that very judgment he had also begun to save Israel. He had removed from them the false shepherds, the shepherds who had no interest in the sheep at all, the priests who had no interest in God at all. 

People of God, let’s be real about our religion. Christ has died for us. He’s taken us to himself as a man takes a woman to be his bride and he continues to love us still. Let us lay hands on every means of grace that God has given to us. Let us worship as rightly as we ought. Let us sing as beautifully as we are capable of. Let us indeed honour baptism and the vows that we make at baptism; and the Lord’s Supper. Let us indeed pray for and with our children and let us seek to teach them in every way possible, the truths of God – the truths of God’s Word and his world. 

But let us be genuine in it and let us remember that the essence of it all is that God has made a covenant with us to be, himself, our protector and, himself, our reward. In other words, it’s a personal love relationship and the greatest blessing of it is communion with God himself and his son Jesus Christ. 						
Amen.
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