
Sermon 6: 1 Samuel 5:1-7:2: ‘Arkeology’ and Theology

OUTLINE

The nature of God
The sovereignty of God
The holiness of God

INTRODUCTION

Man always pretends to be a professional when it comes to the knowledge of God, but in 
truth this is the area of our greatest blindness and where we need God to give us the 
greatest help.  Whenever the men of the Bible ever encountered God in a vision that 
revealed something of His true glory we see that they put their hands over their mouths, fell
down as dead or declared their utter sinfulness.  We instinctively exchange the truth of God 
for lies.  We are so certain of our knowing that we make our knowledge and experience the 
frame of reference that God must subscribe to.  From time to time God has to break down 
our idols that we have built and re-impress upon us the true nature of His glory and being.  
God has been blasphemed by both the Israelites and the Philistines and in 1 Sam. 5-6 He 
will set the record straight Himself.  

This trend to domesticate God is alive and well today.  There is a brand of theology called 
Open Theism.  They have rejected what Christians have traditionally believed and have a 
god that is shaped by modern values.

1. Love is God’s most important quality.  In other words things like Hell are thrown 
away, and love becomes a tyrannizing principle that silences other attributes like 
holiness.

2. Love is not only care and commitment but sensitivity, vulnerability and 
responsiveness.  In other words, God loves like human beings and can be changed 
by emotional appeals, feel pain and loss, and enter into a give and take transaction 
like that between humans.  

3. Creatures exert an influence upon God, namely we can help Him feel sad or glad, we
can change His mind and influence His will.

4. God’s will is that ultimate thing that determines the universe but man and God’s will 
together.  

5. God does not know everything and is timeless but is in a process Himself and learns 
as He goes along.

6. God is dependent on the world in some ways.1

Open theism may be winsome and articulate in its teachings and even sophisticated in its 
philosophical foundations but ultimately it is nothing more than remodelled paganism.  In 
paganism god can be manipulated by gifts, he can change His will if we perform well 
enough; he gets hungry and needs our contributions.  This portion of Scripture is God acting
to remind us of His true nature and glory.

The nature of God

Our portion opens with the ark of God in a posture of apparent defeat in the temple of 
Dagon positioned by the Philistines in such a way as to say that Dagon is superior to YHWH.
V1-2, ‘ When the Philistines captured the ark of God, they brought it from Ebenezer to 

1 John Frame, No Other God, a Response to Open Theism, p23. 



Ashdod. 2 Then the Philistines took the ark of God and brought it into the house of Dagon 
and set it up beside Dagon.’  Dagon is probably the god of grain.  God makes very clear who
is a God and who is not, v3, ‘And when the people of Ashdod rose early the next day, 
behold, Dagon had fallen face downward on the ground before the ark of the LORD. So they
took Dagon and put him back in his place.’  Dagon is bowing before YHWH, and poor Dagon,
he needs to be put back in his place again by men.  Even with a home-ground advantage 
God defeats Dagon.  It appears as if the text is mocking Dagon in the spirit of Is. 46:5-10, 
‘"To whom will you liken me and make me equal,

and compare me, that we may be alike?
6 Those who lavish gold from the purse,

and weigh out silver in the scales,
hire a goldsmith, and he makes it into a god;

then they fall down and worship!
7 They lift it to their shoulders, they carry it,

they set it in its place, and it stands there;
it cannot move from its place.

If one cries to it, it does not answer
or save him from his trouble.

8 "Remember this and stand firm,
recall it to mind, you transgressors,

9 remember the former things of old;
for I am God, and there is no other;

I am God, and there is none like me,
10 declaring the end from the beginning

and from ancient times things not yet done,
saying, 'My counsel shall stand,

and I will accomplish all my purpose,'
God does not need us like Dagon, He is the real and only God who created us and does not 
depend upon us, but we depend upon Him.  He did not need the cheers of Israel; He does 
not need food offerings because He gets hungry; He does not need armies to fight His 
battles for Him.  These are the truths that are communicated in this text.  The total 
impotence of idols is demonstrated further when the next day the head and hands of Dagon
are broken off, v4-5.  The symbols of thought and power indicate that Dagon is thoughtless 
and powerless.  Monotheism, independence, aseity, self-sufficiency this is the theology we 
are learning from the ark.  

The sovereignty of God

The word for glory comes from the word ‘heavy’, God has weight, He has glory.  Ichabod 
literally means no weight.  We see that this is not the case with God in v6 as God pours out 
His justice on this oppressing people, ‘The hand of the LORD was heavy against the people 
of Ashdod, and he terrified and afflicted them with tumors, both Ashdod and its territory.’  
There seems to be a play on the word ‘heavy’, a cognate of the word for glory.  We see 
God’s heaviness resting on the Philistines.  He is glorious, He is heavy, He is powerful.  We 
see that the Ashdodites are afflicted with tumours.  These combined with the reference to 
rodents, 6:15 have made many think that an outbreak of the bubonic plague/black plague 
was the punishment.  Some think that tumour might be a polite word for haemorrhoids.  
Perhaps the rats were an affliction on their grain.  Whichever it may be it is clear that God is
dealing with the Philistines and their god just as He dealt with Egypt and their gods.  Just as
God demonstrated His divine glory and administered justice to the oppressors, Egypt, so too
with the Philistines.  



Under advice the ark is moved to Gath, but with the same effects, v8-10.  This resulted in 
the ark being sent to Ekron, but they were wise to what was happening and this resulted in 
the 5 lords meeting to decide what could be done.  It was clear that all political and military 
power was useless so they called in the religious leaders for advice, 6:1-2, ‘The ark of the 
LORD was in the country of the Philistines seven months. 2 And the Philistines called for the 
priests and the diviners and said, "What shall we do with the ark of the LORD? Tell us with 
what we shall send it to its place."’  

Their advice was half-informed and rigged to indicate that it was indeed YHWH who was 
doing all this.  They recognised that the ark must be sent back, but not empty handed.  
They knew that a guilt offering was necessary.  They must have had some awareness of 
YHWH’s requirements when it came to sin, v3.  Instead of offering animals by Levites they 
suggested gold images of tumours and mice, 5 of each to represent the five lords, v4-5.  
They even reminded the Philistines not to be hard-hearted like the Egyptians v6.  However, 
they also hedged their bets and stacked the deck just to make sure it was YHWH and not 
merely coincidence.  They organised a new cart, not one that might have been used for 
something offensive to YHWH.  They got two milk cows that had recently had calves.  Any 
farmer knows that a cow that is feeding its calves will not wander far from them.  And cows 
that had never worn a yolk.  Then they laid out their fleece.  If these cows who had never 
had to cooperate with another cow in bearing a yolk, would pull a cart in cooperation.  If 
they would go in the right direction, if they would willingly go against nature and leave their 
calves then they would know that YHWH had done it.  V9, ‘If it goes up on the way to its 
own land, to Beth-shemesh, then it is he who has done us this great harm, but if not, then 
we shall know that it is not his hand that struck us; it happened to us by coincidence."’  Is 
God in control or was it coincidence.  These Philistines will learn that God is sovereign.  He is
not a god who merely knows what might happen and account for that and seek to 
compensate.  No He makes things happen.  He is in control of the plagues that afflicted 
them, and He is in control of the cows and cart.  V10-12, ‘The men did so, and took two 
milk cows and yoked them to the cart and shut up their calves at home. 11 And they put the
ark of the LORD on the cart and the box with the golden mice and the images of their 
tumors. 12 And the cows went straight in the direction of Beth-shemesh along one highway, 
lowing as they went. They turned neither to the right nor to the left, and the lords of the 
Philistines went after them as far as the border of Beth-shemesh.’  Notice the cows lowing in
their distress of leaving their claves behind yet still going on to Israel.  The philistines were 
learning of a sovereign God who controls all things and works all things according to His 
purposes, there is no coincidence.    

The holiness of God

Even though the ark is back in Israel the lessons are not finished.  The reception that the 
Israelites gave to the ark seems to be the right one.  As soon as the ark is back they get 
some Levites to carry it and some offerings are made according to the law, v13-15.  And 
much is made of the golden trophies from this encounter v16-18.  However we are surprised
by what God does next in v19, ‘And he struck some of the men of Beth-shemesh, because 
they looked upon the ark of the LORD. He struck seventy men of them, and the people 
mourned because the LORD had struck the people with a great blow.’  Israel had honoured 
God by offering sacrifices, but it appears that the men of Beth-Shemesh felt they had rights 
to either look at the ark which would ordinarily be covered or into the ark.  The ark we know
represent the presence of God among His people.  He is not an exhibit, He is not available 
for our scrutiny, He is not to be objectified and made to serve our curiosity or amusement 
He is God and must be honoured as such.  How serious an infraction is it to sin against 
God’s holiness?  Death is the wage, the men had committed an act worthy of death 



reminding them that they were not trifling with a domesticated deity but the holy and 
majestic Creator, the infinite God who does not tolerate sin in His presence.  They realised 
this and it can be seen in their words, v20, ‘Then the men of Beth-shemesh said, "Who is 
able to stand before the LORD, this holy God? And to whom shall he go up away from us?"’  
God is not a cheerleader, He is not a mascot, He does not serve us, we serve Him.  Sinners 
have no right to approach Him, and entering His presence they must die.  Here we are 
reminded of the holiness of God and our need for Christ.  As sinners when we die we have 
no hope of entering heaven unless we first receive forgiveness for our sins and a gift of 
righteousness by faith in Christ.  If you want to come before God and not be cast out 
forever from His presence then you must repent and believe, see your sin and unworthiness 
and take Christ alone for righteousness before this holy God.  

The ark was passed like a hot potato in the same way the Philistines did, v21, it rested in 
Kiriath-jearim and was there for 20 years.  Israel took this lesson to heart and lamented 
before God, 7:2.  

Who is God?  He is the only God and who is self-sufficient; He is the almighty sovereign over
all things and the holy God in whose presence sinners cannot dwell without Christ.  These 
are the lessons we need to learn in theology from arkeology.       
   


