
Sermon 5: 1 Samuel 4: ‘…having a form of godliness…’

OUTLINE

Emergency religion
Pragmatic religion
Idolatrous religion

INTRODUCTION

One commentator calls this section ‘rabbit foot theology’ because of the superstitious and 
unbiblical way in which the Israelites follow the living God in chapter 4.  That about sums up
the religion of the day.  We are moving now into a new section where Samuel who has been
introduced is put away for a few chapters and God takes the foreground.  We have had 
several statements of God’s acting against the wicked and prophecies against the corrupt 
leaders of Israel, God is now going to act in fulfilment of those things.  In this opening salvo
we are introduced to the Philistines.  These were a people who lived on the coast and were 
there when Israel arrived in the Exodus, (Ex. 13:17).  By the end of the time of Joshua they 
had established their five capital cities of Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron and Gath.  
Incidentally the modern word ‘Palestine’ is derived from Philistine.  They were used by God 
to chastise His people during the time of the judges (Judges 3:31), and their false religion 
was a snare to Israel (Judges 10:6-7).  Delilah is a famous Philistine we would be familiar 
with.  They obviously were the superior power in the area and even controlled who could 
have iron (1 Sam. 13:19-22).  When we see Israel wanting a king to lead them into battle, it
is likely that the Philistines are the reason why.  We will see God fight His own battles 
against the Philistines in chapters 5-7, this chapter begins the narrative of judgement by 
beginning at the house of the Lord.  The Philistines are employed by God to remove the 
corrupt priesthood and make a way for more godly leadership.  In particular we are going to
be focusing on Israel’s view of God and their religion.  We want to observe their emergency 
religion, their pragmatic religion, and their idolatrous religion.

Emergency religion

The Philistine appear to be trying to expand their territory to the north v1, and so Israel 
engages them and is defeated.  We see in v2 that 4 thousand men were killed in the battle, 
a sound beating from the Philistines.  V3 is a crucial verse to help us see what these 
Israelites really believed about God, ‘And when the troops came to the camp, the elders of 
Israel said, "Why has the LORD defeated us today before the Philistines? Let us bring the 
ark of the covenant of the LORD here from Shiloh, that it may come among us and save us 
from the power of our enemies."’  The Israelites are in a bind, they have suffered a 
humiliating defeat, and their default view of God is revealed by this emergency. Firstly, 
notice that they ask the right question, ‘why has the Lord defeated us today before the 
Philistines?’  There is much to commend in the question, they acknowledge God’s 
sovereignty and His divine purposes in all things, not admitting He is weak or making a 
mistake, but acting according to His purposes.  The trouble is though that they do not 
answer correctly.  Instead of realising that God is holy, and may be dealing with them on the
basis of their sins and the proper way to proceed is with repentance and prayer, they resort 
to ‘rabbit foot theology.’  Secondly, we see that they place their trust in the Ark, this is 
amplified by the use of the words, ‘…that it may come among us and save us.’  The ark was 
their rabbit foot.  Thirdly, we see them attempting to manipulate God, notice how they bring
the ark of the covenant of the Lord.  In other words, this is the ark that represents God as a
promise keeper, if we bring this He has to save us, He has to keep His promises.



This conflict surfaces the impoverished view of God and religion that the Israelites have, 
difficulty often does this.  Think of those times when you went through great difficulty.  
Think of your thoughts about God.  These high pressure situations expose and reveal our 
wrong thinking about God.  Do we think that if bad things happen that God does not love 
me, that He does not exist, that He is being unfair or cruel?  When things are going badly 
and you want to change the situation what do you do?  Do you deny the gospel and grace?  
Do you try and buy favour by afflicting pain on yourself?  Do you place your trust in a 
technique, a lucky charm?  This situation reminds us to stop and think when we get into 
these situations.  James gives us good advice when we are going through a trial, ‘be quick 
to listen, slow to speak and slow to wrath.’  Stop and think about God as He really is not as 
your situation may be presenting Him.  Think of that fact that He is your Father and 
dedicated to your highest happiness in His purposes.  Remember the extent of His love 
proven by the giving of Christ on the cross.  Emergencies force us to react and we all have a
dysfunctional default religion, to stop and ponder God in the gospel would save us from 
making the same mistakes.
But notice v4, ‘So the people sent to Shiloh and brought from there the ark of the covenant 
of the LORD of hosts, who is enthroned on the cherubim. And the two sons of Eli, Hophni 
and Phinehas, were there with the ark of the covenant of God.’    

Pragmatic religion

We are then shown that the Israelites and the Philistines have the same view of God and 
religion.  In v5 we see that all of Israel saw the ark as a horse shoe, ‘As soon as the ark of 
the covenant of the LORD came into the camp, all Israel gave a mighty shout, so that the 
earth resounded.’  But their view of God was no better than the Philistines they had the 
same reaction in the negative, v6-9.  They limit God to the ark, they think of God as many 
gods, and they get their history wrong thinking that God afflicted the Egyptians with plagues
in the wilderness.  

Here is Israel trying a new technique.  They resort to a new tactic to try and get better 
results.  If they can just repeat the time when the ark led Israel through the Jordan or the 
time when the ark led the fall of Jericho, then we will win against the Philistines.  Let’s just 
get the actions right.  Many have this sort of superstitious approach to success, even pro-
tennis players wear old socks from old matches to try and guarantee a win.  Christians do 
this all the time.  ‘This car is protected by Psalm 91.’  ‘Order the angels to go get your 
money.’  ‘every morning you need to pray on the armour of God.’  ‘you need to cut off your 
generational curses, cast out your demons, and heal your inner hurts.’  ‘if you go along to 
this particular revival and have this religious experience you will succeed.’  ‘name it, claim it 
and frame it.’  ‘if you sow your gift with faith, it will return to you with interest.’  ‘plead the 
blood over your house and family.’  ‘you need to bind the principalities and powers before 
the gospel will succeed.’  ‘if you pray the prayer of Jabez you will have success.’ ‘let go and 
let God.’  ‘we need seeker sensitive services.’  ‘if you just have enough faith you will be 
healed.’  We reduce God to something in creation.  We turn Him into a slot machine.  We 
depersonalize Him.

I think of the well known evangelist Charles Finney.  He was a pragmatist at heart influenced
by the philosophy he received in his legal training.  Everything was a method to be mastered
by the strength of our will. Conversion was a change of mind not a miracle wrought by God 
in the heart.  Revival was a case of applying certain principles for guaranteed results every 
time.  In the theology of Finney God was not the free, self-determining and independent 
God of Scripture, but the God who Himself was bound by certain laws.  The Israelites were 
obviously interacting with God as an it and not the I AM of Scripture.  Look at what the ark 



is called, ‘the ark of the covenant of the LORD.’  The ark we know was meant to represent 
God’s throne and the place where He would meet with His people.  It had no image of Him 
on it for He like nothing in all creation, however, a throneroom scene is depicted by the 
presence of two cherubim.  The ark was a gold covered box carried only by priests and in it 
was the 10 commandments which served as a legal document that represented the 
agreement between God and Israel, the covenant.  Notice how Israel treats this ark.  They 
do not see it as representing the holiness of God and the requirements of God’s people to be
holy to have the promised blessing, rather it becomes a lucky charm.  They are not 
reminded of the God and the nature of the covenant they are in, they resort to superstitious
practices of treating it like a four leaf clover.  In fact they possible wanted to force God to 
keep His promises by putting the ark in the battle.  They wanted Him to keep His promises, 
but they were oblivious to the demands that God put pon them.  Typical! 

We see in v10 that God refuses to be treated in this fashion and even sufferes the 
temporary impression of losing the battle and seeming weaker than the Philistine gods than 
have His own people misrepresent Him in this way, ‘So the Philistines fought, and Israel was 
defeated, and they fled, every man to his home. And there was a very great slaughter, for 
there fell of Israel thirty thousand foot soldiers. 11 And the ark of God was captured, and 
the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, died.’  

Idolatrous religion

John Calvin said that the human heart is an idol factory, we see a clear demonstration of this
tendency of our hearts here.  We by virtue of our sin and ignorance constantly run the risk 
of remaking God to suite ourselves.  Here we see the Israelites making a god that served 
them not a God that they served.  They turned God serving religion into self serving religion,
but they wanted God to do the serving.  Today’s humanistic versions of Christianity that 
come from people like Robert Schuller who has taken sin out of the Christian dictionary, or 
Joel Osteen who turns God into a life coach who is all about making you successful, are 
falling into the same trap.  The prosperity gospel is all about you, God serving you.  The 
anti-lordship gospel that teaches a version of grace that does not require a life of ensuing 
good works to follow faith is a self-serving religion.  God is made to pander to our desires, 
our feelings, our plans, and self-image.  Then we get surprised when 21st century Christians 
abandon God when they lose out on 1st world comforts, or their lives don’t go to plan.  We 
feel the need to rush around a try and defend God as a God who is all about us.  To try and 
think of God allowing the devil to destroy all of Job’s family and possessions would not do if 
this is our picture of God.

This all boils down to idolatry, to make God as we please, to make the holy God serve our 
sins and agendas.  The great sin is that we who know better and no better than those who 
are lost.  And we end up treating God like every other religion treats their idols.  God 
becomes a means to an end, a faceless, impersonal blessing machine.  We do not come to 
Him as a holy person who deals with us on the basis of grace but try and bribe Him, or use 
Him, or force Him to do our will.  God will have none of it.  

The rest of the chapter gives the detail of how Eli dies having heard that his sins are killed 
and the ark captured.  The chapter ends on an apparently sad note as Phinehas’s wife dies 
in child birth with the woeful pronouncement that the glory has departed.  No doubt it is 
true of some churches that the glory has departed and they ahev lost their lamp stands, but
in this book, this chapter is not about how God was defeated but about how God defeats His
enemies.  We need to recognise that God is working out His good purposes under the 
disguise of these apparent tragedies.  He is the only God, He is powerful, He is holy, He 



keeps His word, and all through the apparent defeat of what appears to Israel to be one of 
the worst possible things that could happen, the very ark of God captured by an idolatrous 
people.  Sound familiar?  Think of Christ, the God-man, the promised one, the most 
innocent man who has ever lived who by the schemeing of the devil is allowed to be cruelly 
tortured and murdered.  The apostles and other disciples would have felt as Eli and the 
others had, hopeless, irretrievable loss.  But our God is not an idol who can only work within
the expectations and imagined ways of men.  He is the infinitely wise and powerful one who
through the sovereign control of free sinful choices uses sin against itself for His glory and 
ultimate good.  So that He can in one apparently tragic action satisfy both His desire to save
and judge.  Christ dying on the cross appeared to be a loss but was a victory, likewise we 
will see that this is what God is doing here.  I need to point out that this is often how God 
works that He will receive the glory.  Is this perhaps how He is working in your life right 
now?  Trust in God, don’t judge Him by the face of the way things appear.  You might be 
crying out Ichabod, but God may be working a great marvel which will glorify His name.  

Let us learn from this section God’s zeal for His own glory and how wrong our idolatrous 
notions of God are.  Let us see Him as He is and we will know the God worthy of worship 
and obedience.                              


