

1

REVIVAL AND VICTORY
1 Samuel 7   1 John 5:1-5

"We have sinned against the Lord."  There, they nearly choked on it but it's out. It took them twenty years but finally they managed to say it. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, is it really such a hard thing to say, "I have sinned against the Lord"? And if necessary, "I've sinned against you too, Tom, Dick or Mary." Maybe even the congregation: "Will you please forgive me?" Unfortunately it often seems as though it is a hard thing to say. Why? 

I realise, of course, for an unbeliever it is an impossible thing to say. For that we are sinners before a holy God is something we simply cannot see when we are still dead in our sins. For we have then no sensitivity to spiritual truths. We hate God and his law. But Israel was the people of God. The Israelites were believers. And we are the people of God. We are believers too. We claim to be born again by the Holy Spirit and yet still too often it is very hard for us to say isn't it, "I have sinned. Will you please forgive me?" Why? 

Because of another sin underneath it, the sin of pride. We are concerned about what others might think of us, which boils down to being concerned about the praise of men instead of the praise of God. And didn't Jesus say something about that? He did indeed. He said something very serious about that and he said it to the Jewish religious leaders, men who searched the Scriptures daily because they believed that in them they would find eternal life. Yet Jesus had to say it to them. "How can you believe when you receive glory from one another and do not seek the glory that is from the one and only God?" (John 5:44) In other words, when you are more concerned about the praise and the approval of men and how you look in the eyes of mankind than how you look in the eyes of God. 

But there is also underneath that stubborn unwillingness openly to confess sin an ignorance about what Christianity is all about. I don't mean to be disrespectful to you when I say that. But this is fundamental to the Gospel. This is the heart and soul of the Gospel. Without this we have completely missed the boat. And that is this: every single one of us here this morning is a sinner and a confessed sinner. That is the basic and only qualification for being a Christian. Confessing publicly, "I, John Rogers, have sinned against the Lord." That is what every single one of us here this morning is. And if in your eyes you're not, you might have hoodwinked me and you might have pulled the wool over the elders' eyes and therefore be a member of the Reformed Church of the North Shore but you are not a member of the Church of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

But there is another ignorance that might not be entirely your fault. It may possibly be the fault of, shall we say, the more established members of the congregation, the elders maybe. It might even be my fault. It may be because the particular sin that you must confess is, in the eyes of popular thinking, worse than other peoples' sins. Now it's true, some sins are greater in certain ways than others. But the greatest of these is pride among religious leaders. It is for them that Jesus reserved his most scathing condemnation. 
But brothers and sisters, if this is the case, something is being misunderstood. If you have to be forgiven for a great, in the eyes of the world, sin about which you feel very ashamed, how are you forgiven? You are forgiven by God's grace, which you don't deserve of course! But if the most godly members among us don't have to be forgiven for one of those great, in the eyes of the world, sins, about which they would feel very ashamed if they did have to, how is it that they don't need to confess such a sin? How is it that they haven't committed such a sin? By God's preserving grace, which they equally don't deserve any more than you and I deserve his forgiving grace. Forgiving grace and preserving grace are both, equally, God’s grace. 

At heart, there is no difference between any one of us. We are all sinners. We are fully capable of the worst sins imaginable. Perhaps some of you will recoil in horror at a statement like that. I do too as a matter of fact. There are sins that I cannot imagine myself doing. But why? If it is true, that is God's grace too. Everywhere somebody goes in sin where I have not been, there I go also, except for the grace of God – and that is something to be said very humbly, on our knees, and in great gratitude. 

People of God, in our text today the Lord brings revival and victory to Israel. Today he lifts them up and delivers them from their enemies. He delivers them from their folly, from their superstition and defeat of the past and he lifts them up into joy and praise. And the Lord did that in a way which, if we are ever to see the same, personally, as a Church, as The Church, as a people, as a nation, it will be after this pattern. Not any other way. And the first step the Lord brought Israel to was 

1.	CONTRITION 
After the Philistines had returned the ark and seventy men of Beth-shemesh have been killed for looking into it, the Israelites took it to Kiriath-jearim. Kiriath-jearim was a Levitical town and they consecrated Eleazer to look after it. He was probably a Levite. It sat in Kiriath-jearim for twenty years. That was probably the twenty years or a good part of it that Samson judged Israel and so it was a somewhat tumultuous time. There was tension, there was conflict between the Philistines and Israel with the Philistines dominating most of the time, Israel to a large degree accommodating themselves to the Philistines, accommodating themselves to the world, in other words. To get on of course! Do you remember, from the sermons on Judges, how the men of Judah pleaded with Samson, "Don't upset the Philistines Samson." Why, they even bound Samson and turned him over to the Philistines when they came looking for him. Then in verse two of our chapter this morning we read, "All the house of Israel lamented after the Lord."

To lament means to follow after somebody with earnest pleas and crying. Like, for example, that widow in Luke chapter eighteen that Jesus spoke about, who kept on hounding the judge and badgering him to get justice until he finally said, "Oh, blow the woman!" and he gave her what she wanted. Or like that woman from Syro-Phoenicia who cried to Jesus to cast the demon out of her daughter and Jesus took no notice. So she kept on at him and he told her "It's not right for me to take the bread from the Jewish children and give to the Gentile dogs," one of which she was, of course. And she said, "I know Lord, but even the dogs get crumbs from their master's tables." And he replied, "Oh woman, your faith," not to mention her humility, "is great, so be it." 
The trouble was, Israel had been here many times before, right through the times of the Judges. So the question was; were they genuine? We today are supposed to be very encouraging, and so we ought to be. Yet there have been times in the seventeen years I have been a minister, when I and the elders I have worked with have wondered, "Is this person genuine?" Maybe you sometimes wonder that about your own repentance? I do about mine sometimes. Am I genuine? Sometimes the Lord just leaves us. He makes us stew. He makes us wait before he assures us. So "all the house of Israel lamented after the Lord for twenty years." 

When Samuel called the people to that covenant-renewal ceremony in verse three, maybe we should understand that that call that he issued was not just a call he issued once but rather it was part of his preaching ministry that took place over a long period of time, maybe over all those twenty years. He had been recognised as a prophet, you will remember, from the end of chapter three, by the whole nation of Israel. We haven't heard about him in the last three chapters but that doesn't necessarily mean he was silent right throughout that time.

Joshua also took this tack, you may remember, in Joshua twenty-four, when he brought Israel to renew the covenant at Shechem and the people said, all enthusiastically, "We also will follow the Lord like you for he is our God." Twice Joshua said to them, "Oh, but you will not be able to." I think we'd get into trouble if we said that today: I don't believe you! And yet the Lord sometimes does this. John the Baptist's ministry was a bit like that. John the Baptist came preaching repentance only. Not till a little later did Jesus come along and say, "The kingdom of Heaven is here, come in." At any rate, when Samuel thought the time was right and the people were genuine, he called them to national and public repentance and confession. 

So the first step that the Lord brings Israel along, is this sincere contrition and sorrow over their sin. Secondly, he brings them to 

2.	REPENTANCE AND CONFESSION
What does true repentance look like? In verse three Samuel says, "If you repent with all your heart, then he will deliver you." The NIV has it a little bit different and maybe it is right. "If you are repenting with all your heart." In other words, he's saying, "So this lamentation is real, this repentance, that you are already showing, is true is it? Well then, this is what you will do and this is what you will necessarily do. Remove the foreign gods and the Ashtoroth from among you and direct your hearts to the Lord and serve him alone." And they did, so verse four tells us. 

Sincere repentance, true repentance is not sorrow merely. It's certainly not the sort of thing we saw the Philistines doing last week – sorrow merely over the pain that their sin caused them, sorrow at being caught out. True repentance means to forsake one's sin even when it goes against the grain, even when it's a sin we like. True repentance will eventually hate the sin even though we may struggle to come to hate it. Because sin is attractive to us. The devil isn't stupid. He knows how to catch us and there was a certain attraction in the gods of the Philistines and the Canaanites. As one commentator put it, "Those religions conveniently combined chapel and brothel" (Davis). 

Furthermore, true repentance before our God is quite different from the repentance of any other religion. Pagan religion is a tolerant religion. Pagan gods are quite happy to sit on the shelf with other gods. That was so in Canaan three thousand years ago. The Philistines brought the ark of Yahweh and put it on the shelf with Dagon. That was quite acceptable. It was quite acceptable in Rome two thousand years ago. The early Christians didn't get into trouble with Rome for worshipping Yahweh and for worshipping the Lord Jesus Christ. They got into trouble for not making offerings to Caesar, for worshipping God and the Lord Jesus Christ alone. And pagan religion is still tolerant today. You can worship God and his son Jesus Christ here in Church this morning. That's fine. Helen Clark hasn't got a problem with that, nor does anybody else. Just so long as you bow to the scientific experts in education and science. Just so long as you bow to the state in defining morals, in saying what sin is or what it is not; and how you must bring up your children and so forth. They are the gods of those departments of life.

But true repentance to God, the God of heaven, laments over sin, turns from sin and also turns from all other gods, all other sources of authority in any part of life, and owns and worships and serves God only. That is how we must be congregation. Canaanite society in almost every way was everything that Israel should not be and our society is not very much different. We must be plainly and obviously different from the world and its ways. 

So, by this true repentance they confessed, "We have sinned against the Lord," and Samuel poured out water before the Lord. Perhaps that was to symbolize that their hearts really were melted before the Lord. And they fasted. Once again demonstrating what we saw last week that we are body and soul, and the attitude of our body is influenced by the attitudes of our minds and the attitudes of our minds are influenced by the demeanour and the deportment of our bodies. Maybe we also ought to fast sometimes. Certainly when we are repenting we better pray on our knees.

So God brings Israel to sincere contrition, to true repentance and confession. Thirdly, he brings them to 

3.	DEPENDENCE AND CONSECRATION
The Philistines heard that Israel had gathered together and maybe they got worried. So they sent out the troops. That's the usual thing. There's no such thing as the right of lawful assembly in a totalitarian state and there are no more totalitarian states than tolerant pagan states. And the Israelites were afraid. Then the sons of Israel said to Samuel, "Do not cease to cry to the Lord our God for us that he may save us from the Philistines." 

That's a different attitude to the attitude they displayed twenty years ago. Then they had only just been defeated by the Philistines, yet what did they say as the ark of the covenant of the Lord came into the camp? "All Israel shouted with a great shout so that the earth resounded and when the Philistines heard the noise of the shout they said, 'What does the noise of this great shout in the camp of the Hebrews mean?' And when they understood that the ark of the Lord had come into the camp, the Philistines were afraid" (4:5-7a). 

But now Israel is afraid. Israel had now learned that any strength it might have must come from the Lord. And they also seem to have realized finally that they themselves were unworthy to approach God. They couldn't just lay hands on the ark as they had earlier. They ask Samuel to cry to the Lord that he might save them. 

How right that all is, congregation. Here is Samuel; he is acting as their mediator. In chapter three he was the prophet. In verse three of our chapter this morning, he is again the prophet preaching to them. And we see him in verses five and six acting as their judge, or as their king, as he summoned them before God. Now he is their priest. I said earlier that Samuel was a John the Baptist type of figure, a prophet. As John the Baptist preached and prepared the way for King Jesus to come, so Samuel preaches and prepares the way for King David. 

But here as a priest he offers a whole burnt offering. Now in the burnt offering, the whole animal was consumed by fire to the Lord. It points to the infinite sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Christ, the total sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Christ for the infinite and eternal punishment which sin against an infinite God incurs. But it also indicates a total, a complete consecration to God and that's what Israel is now doing too. 

But a priest is also our mediator in prayer. So we read that "Samuel cried to the Lord for Israel and the Lord answered him." Brothers and sisters, we may know that the Lord has drawn us to himself truly when we come to him through the only mediator, Jesus Christ and we acknowledge him as our prophet, priest and king; when we acknowledge that only he, as our priest who offered himself as a whole burnt offering to pay for our sins, can cleanse us from sin and from guilt; and we cry to him in complete distrust of ourselves and our own strength and in utter dependence upon him and upon him alone. 

When we do that the Lord will answer our prayers because the Lord always answers the prayers of his beloved Son. And Jesus is still our High Priest in heaven today, praying for us, for those who come to God through him. And Paul says, "He who did not spare his own Son but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not also with him freely give us all things?" Jesus is the only completely righteous man and the prayers of a righteous man are successful. That's a promise for us congregation. So Israel has, fourthly, 

4.	A GREAT VICTORY
The Lord went into battle for them. "The Lord thundered with a great thunder on that day," verse eleven, "against the Philistines and confused them so that they were routed before Israel." Thus Israel gained a supremacy over the Philistines; they reclaimed their lost land. They also had peace with the Amorites, the Canaanite tribes round about. "When a man's ways please the Lord," says the Proverb, "he makes even his enemies to be at peace with him." 

So Samuel set up this stone of memorial, Ebenezer, stone of help, "thus far has the Lord helped us." One commentator I read brought to mind a hymn I used to sing as a boy growing up in the Open Brethren; 
How good is the God we adore, our faithful, unchangeable friend, 
  whose love is as great as his power and knows neither measure nor end.

And for us, in the New Testament Church, that goes like this, in the second stanza, 
'Tis Jesus, the first and the last, whose Spirit shall guide us safe home.
  We'll praise him for all that is passed and trust him for all that's to come.

That's what Israel was doing. We too have been saved and made the Lord's people. And the Lord has made us his own that we might live in victory, victory over sin, victory in our task in being the Church in the world and bringing the Gospel in the world and advancing God's kingdom. How are we to live in this victory, personally and as Church? By learning to depend upon the Lord and his Word alone. 
#	In our personal lives, we can have our own ideas and we can go our own way, contrary to the Lord's way. That is sin and the Lord will not bless it.  
#	As a church we can go our own way too, we can have our own ideas and we can think that this plan or that "proven programme" will bring us success. That's the great curse of our age – technology and method. Our strengths are always our weaknesses. And so we are constantly barraged with new evangelistic programmes or Church growth plans and so on. 

I don't mean to say that programmes themselves are necessarily wrong. But so much of that sort of thing can simply be looking to the ark for a magic fix. In our story today, Israel still had to fight but it was the Lord thundering down from heaven that gave them victory. And the Lord did that because Israel had truly repented of their sins and consecrated themselves entirely to him in open and full, even desperate acknowledgment of their own weakness. They'd come back from magic and their own ways to simple and humble faith and obedience. 

What did we read in 1 John? "For this is the love of God; that we keep his commandments and his commandments are not burdensome. For whatever is born of God overcomes the world and this is the victory that has overcome the world, our faith. And who is the one who overcomes the world but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God." 

That begins with contrition over our sin, and open and honest and full confession. So often we find it hard to say, "I have sinned against the Lord." Why? 
#	Is it because we think that Christianity is about being good when at bottom it is about confessing that we are not good? Congregation, that is the rock bottom truth of the Gospel and if we don't understand that and if it doesn't sink right down into us to form the foundation stone of our thinking, we know nothing about the Gospel. We certainly do not know that we need God as our help, let alone the sacrifice of Christ.
#	Or is it pride that prevents you from openly acknowledging sin, either to become a believer in the first place or over some sin in your life that will necessarily be holding you back in your spiritual progress as it did Israel? Well, that boils down to loving the praise of men instead of loving the praise of God and Jesus said, "If you love the praise of men more than the praise of God, you can't believe." 

That is the secret to a living faith and success in our lives in Christ. Our lives must be a completely open book before God and, so far as is necessary, before one another. And our lives must be given back to him, in every aspect, in gratitude and thankfulness, looking to him alone in humble obedience to work. "By this we know that we have become the children of God when we love God and observe his commandments. For this is the love of God that we keep his commandments and his commandments are not burdensome. And this is the victory that has overcome the world – our faith" in the Lord. 						Amen.
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