
1 Samuel 4:1-22 When God Takes Away Our Trinkets 

I think we’re going to enjoy the next several chapters of 1 Samuel because we’re going to be dealing with 
some of the lesser known portions of Israel’s history. And even some of God’s dealing outside of his people. 
From here to the beginning of Chap. 7 all revolve around the Ark of the Covenant. We’re going to see some 
pretty fascinating things that God did in relation to this little wood box. 


One of the most fascinating things that happened to it, as we’ll see this morning, is that God took it away from 
Israel. He basically stripped it from his own people. And although by Chap. 7 it’s back in Israel, it’s not until 2 
Samuel 6 under the guidance of king David that the Ark actually returns to the Tabernacle as part of corporate 
worship. We will look a little more at how sacred the Ark was in a little bit, but just know that it was in some 
respects the centerpiece of worship in Israel. At this point there was no king in Israel, God was their king. And 
the throne of God - where his glory sat - was on the Ark of the Covenant. And God took it away from Israel. 
And he gave it to the arch nemesis of Israel at the time: the Philistines.  


Why did that happen? If the Ark was so holy and so sacred, why did God take the Ark away? If you want one 
thing to walk away with this morning it’s this: God will strip his people of anything that keeps us from 
worshipping him. 


John Calvin famously said that our heart is a factory of idols. Our hearts continually invent new things to 
worship. We don’t think of our sin in those terms usually, but when we sin that’s what’s happening. We are 
functionally turning from satisfaction in and worship of God and turning to something else to find our 
satisfaction in. 


Maybe it’s our phone, video games, favorite books, TV shows, recreation. Maybe it’s even “Christian” things. 
Doing ministry, serving in particular ways.


But idolatry is anything that gives us meaning or purpose more than God. Or anything that we turn to in order 
to refill ourselves is a possible idol. When you’ve had a hard day, what do you turn to for comfort? What would 
be your ideal escape for a few days? It doesn’t have to be, but it very well may be an idol. 


Most of you have heard of John Piper. His ministry is called Desiring God. And I remember one time watching a 
sermon by someone who was speaking at a conference Desiring God was putting on. And they asked a very 
convicting question that was a little bit of a word play: Do you desire God or do you desire Desiring God? It’s 
was a good question because there are all kinds of people who probably know more about John Piper than 
they do about Romans. They know more about Don’t Waste Your Life than they do about the gospels. They’re 
more eager to identify with John Piper or John MacArthur or RC Sproul or whoever than with Jesus. 


Don’t get me wrong, Desiring God is not bad - it’s a wonderful ministry. But it can’t replace God and it is not 
the same as God. And we can’t confuse that. And that’s exactly what the Israelites had done. They had turned 
to the Ark of God instead of turning to God. They were banking their hopes on God’s box rather than on God 
himself. 


And just like Israel, because God loves us and cares for us, he will take away our idols and our trinkets one by 
one until we worship him alone just like he took their idol away. And he’ll even take away our idols that look 
very Christian. 


Well, let me sketch out what’s going on here and we’ll begin working our way through this. 


First of all we’ve got the first mention of Israel’s arch-rival the Philistines. Over the course of the OT, Israel has 
several main rivals: there’s Egypt early on, there’s Assyria and Babylon later in Israel’s history. But sort of in the 
middle is a 200-250 year long rivalry with the Philistines. We see them throughout the book of Judges - 
Samson battles the Philistines - and they’re a constant source of friction in 1 and 2 Samuel. 


The Philistines we’re basically a coastal country to the southwest of Israel along the Mediterranean Sea, fairly 
close to where the Gaza strip is today. The Philistines were located in 5 main cities - Gaza, Ekron, Ashkelon, 
Ashdod, and Gath - and each of those cities was ruled by a king. So there were 5 main cities and there were 5 



kings that ruled them. And they all corporately worshipped a god named Dagon. We’ll see more about Dagon 
in Chap. 5. 


But they were a constant pest to Israel. And they were a constant reminder that Israel never actually destroyed 
all the inhabitants of the Promised Land. If you remember, they were supposed to go in and wipe out all of their 
enemies. If they were obedient, God would give them victory. One man would put to flight 100. But if they were 
disobedient, God would give their enemies victory. So almost anytime you see Israel’s enemies getting the best 
of them you can pretty much bank on the fact that Israel is in sin.


And that’s the case here. Israel and Philistia are at war with each other. We don’t know why or who started it. 
To some extent the Israelites were to be purging the land of their enemies, so it would make sense for them to 
be on the attack. Some Study Bibles have a note that say that the Philistines were the aggressors. We don’t 
know for sure. In any case, there’s this battle that happened at Aphek, in the center of Israel near the coast - 
near Philistine territory. And the Israelites were crushed. They lost 4,000 men in battle. This was a massive loss. 


And what’s interesting is that the Israelites put the responsibility squarely on God’s shoulders. Read 3a 


This is interesting for a lot of reasons. They believe in the sovereignty of Yahweh. They believe that it was him 
that defeated them. They don’t actually blame Dagon, they don’t blame their own military leaders. They don’t 
blame the location or the circumstances. It’s all on God. Their diagnosis is correct. Their solutions are not. 


And what I want to do here is take a look at Israel and ask: why God would bring in discipline. Why would he 
take the most sacred object away from them? What were they doing that brought this discipline on, and what 
do we need to be on guard for? 


1) Israel relied on religious stuff rather than on God. Read 1-4a


Their solution was to go to the Ark rather than to God. Why did they do that? Why not bring the altar or the 
whole Tabernacle or the lamp stand? 


Well, there’s actually some historical precedent for the Ark leading the armies of Israel. It’s called the Ark of the 
Covenant because it is literally a box with the 2 tablets of stone - which represent the Old Covenant - within it. 
And Ark in Hebrew just means a box, so it’s a box with the 2 tablets of stone in it. And it’s the covenant Israel 
has with Yahweh so it’s the box that has the covenant with Yahweh in it. It’s Ark of the covenant of the Lord. Or, 
just the Ark. 


Look back at Num. 10:33-36. Here in Numbers Israel is just about to leave Mt. Sinai. They’ve received the 
Law, they’re moving out and notice how their travel works. Read 33-36 


So the visual here is that the Ark is God’s throne. And God goes before his people in a sense riding on his 
throne. And as he goes the enemies of Israel would be scattered. 


Now, to be fair, this obedience lasts about 3 minutes because if you read the next chapter it almost feels like 
the moment they leave, Israel starts complaining. And so rather than destroying their enemies God’s anger 
burns against his own people. 


But nevertheless, the Ark was a visual that God leads his people and destroys their enemies. Look over at 
Josh 3:1-6. This is just as the people are going to enter into the Promised Land. And it’s the Ark that will lead 
the way. Read 


So they’re getting ready to go into the Promised Land, the Ark again will lead and then look what happens the 
following day. Read 14-17


It’s the crossing of the Red Sea - Part 2. In Egypt God destroyed their enemies and then the people passed 
through the Red Sea. Here it’s the mirror opposite. God let’s the people pass through the Jordan in the exact 
same way, and then they are to go in and destroy their enemies.




And it’s the Ark that leads the way. It’s also the ark that leads the way in the Battle of Jericho. Look at Josh. 
6:2-14. Usually when we think of the battle of Jericho how we describe the situation is that the people of Israel 
circled Jericho once a day for 6 days, then 7 times on the last day and the walls fell down. What I want you to 
notice is that the emphasis is not so much on the people going around the walls - though they did. The 
emphasis is on the Ark. Read 2-7 

So there’s a battalion of men, then priests, then the Ark, then all the soldiers of Israel.  But it is the Ark that has 
prominence. Read 8-14 

The story goes on and you know the ending. The point is that Israel had good reason to think the Ark could be 
a tactical advantage in military situations. Frankly, it had worked before. 


But you know why it worked before? Because the people trusted and obeyed the Lord. They were walking with 
God. The Ark wasn’t magical or some sort of superstitious object. The Ark was sort of like baptism or the 
Lord’s Supper: it simply represented a greater reality that God was with his people, leading his people and 
fighting for his people. 


Unless, his people were disobedient. Then the Ark was just a fancy box that meant nothing. So when the 
people looked to the symbol of God, rather than God himself, he disciplines them. Look back to 1 Sam 4.


Why else might God bring judgment on his people? 


2) God brought judgment Israel excused the moral failings of their leaders. Read 4

Israel was still putting up with Hophni and Phinehas. These were basically the crime bosses of Israel who 
operated out of the Tabernacle. They extorted the people, threatened them with violence, stole from God and 
from his people, and slept with ladies who were working around the Tabernacle. 


Someone mentioned to me after the sermon last week that women were not allowed to work within the 
Tabernacle itself, which is true. Only male priests could do that. These were likely ladies similar to the ones 
mentioned in Exo. 33:8 who were actually outside of the Tabernacle and assisted the priests in some way. We 
don’t know exactly what they did, but in any case they were part of the corruption happening among the 
leadership. And Israel wasn’t doing anything about it. 


The Bible makes it clear that God has no tolerance for leaders who are corrupt. And he has no tolerance for 
people who don’t hold their leaders accountable. 


Eze. 34:1-4 talks about the “Shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds 
feed the sheep? You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fat ones, but you do 
not feed the sheep. The weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured you have 
not bound up, the strayed you have not brought back, the lost you have not sought, and with force and 
harshness you have ruled them. 


The reality is that often times not only will God judge the shepherds, but he will also judge the sheep because 
those who give a pass to corrupt leadership often become just as corrupt. 


This doesn’t just apply to Israel. If you read through the 7 letters to the churches in the book of Revelation and 
God expects the whole church to be on guard against corrupt leaders. 


Pergamum: There were some who held to the teaching of Balaam - paying for sexual immorality. Some were 
holding to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. We don’t know what that was, but the Lord threatened that if they 
didn’t get rid of it he would wage war against that church. (Rev. 2:14-16) 


Think about that. God would wage war against a church. That’s scary.




Thyatira: They put with some woman who was tantamount to Jezebel - one of the most wicked women in the 
OT. She enticed people to sexual immorality and adultery and eating meat sacrificed to idols - idolatry. If they 
didn’t repent God would kill them. (Rev. 2:18-29)


That’s not OT - that’s NT. And those aren’t letters written to the pastors of the churches. Those are letters 
written to the whole church. Beloved, it is on you to make sure that you never tolerate grievous moral failings in 
your leaders. I’m a sinner, I’m gonna sin. Elders and pastors all sin. We need to repent. But there are times 
when the sin is so outrageous it requires removal. If you don’t God will judge and it won’t be pretty. 


Don’t ever excuse the moral failings of leaders. 


3) God judgment came because they relied on emotional exuberance rather than righteousness. Read 5-11

  

This is pretty amazing. The Ark comes in and Israel is excited. There’s going to be a defeat like Jericho. These 
Philistines are going down! Who wouldn’t be excited? This is sure victory coming in. This is their version of the 
atomic bomb about to get dropped on their enemies. 


Now you have to understand, the camps between the Israelites and the Philistines were probably 2 miles apart 
from each other. There was probably a central battle location between the 2 camps in a plain, but the camps 
themselves were likely 2 miles away. 


Have you ever been walking up to a football game at a stadium or a baseball game and heard the roar of the 
crowd? The sound can carry a long, long way. I live about a mile from Deer Park High School and there are 
times when I can hear the crowd very easily from my backyard. There might be a couple thousand people at a 
game. 


But in Israel’s camp there were tens of thousands. At least 30,000 foot soldiers died, the rest fled - so maybe 
60,000 people? They were excited. 


So there’s all this cheering going on and the Philistines were afraid. See, the Philistines had actually heard 
about Yahweh. They had heard about how he had delivered them out of Egypt with signs and wonders and 
plagues. If you read through Exodus and Numbers you see this really cool thing about how the reputation of 
Yahweh proceeds him. You remember Rahab the prostitute in Jericho? You know why she helped the spies? 
Because all of Jericho had heard about Yahweh and she didn’t want to face the judgment all those other 
nations faced. 


The Philistines were in a similar spot. They had heard how Yahweh had delivered Israel and now, it seemed, his 
image had just shown up into the camp. They didn’t know any better. And since they figured they were all 
going to die anyway, what did they have to lose? They were going to give it all they had. 


And they creamed Israel. They absolutely crushed them - 30,000 people lost their lives. It was a massacre. Just 
by way of comparison, the US hasn’t lost that many troops in battle since Vietnam and that was spread over 20 
years. This was one day. It was a blood bath and the Philistines won it. 


And they won big. They killed the troops and took out Hophni and Phinehas - these would have been 
considered high value targets. Religious leaders in ancient warfare were considered valuable targets because 
they controlled the gods. Or so they thought. Kill the priests or the shaman or the witch and you could win the 
day. Not only did they take out the priest but they got the Ark. The Ark - from their perspective was essentially 
Yahweh himself. 


It was an amazing victory over God’s people. What happened here? Israel was relying on emotional 
exuberance. They had the ultimate pep talk, adrenaline was flowing. But without God it doesn’t matter. Without 
God, the greatest army in the world doesn’t stand a chance. 


You remember how later in Israel’s history the entire Assyrian army is sitting at the gates of Jerusalem? People 
are eating each other inside the walls of the city, there’s no hope? But God gave Israel grace and the Angel of 



the Lord destroyed the entire army in the middle of the night. No one lifted a finger. Why? Because God fought 
for them. 


There’s no amount of religious zeal that can replace righteousness. I remember being a kid and going to camp 
or conferences or weekend retreats and coming back feeling on fire. That was the term we used. We were 
excited, pumped up, eager to go take on hell with a squirt gun. The problem - for me anyway - was that rarely 
did that emotional exuberance meet a greater desire for righteousness and holiness and seeking God himself. 

 
But that’s what God is looking for. Paul says of unbelieving Jews in Rom. 10:1 that they have a zeal but not 
according to knowledge. They are fervent, excited about the god of their own making. But because they reject 
Jesus they are completely ignorant. 


Peter was all ready to follow Jesus to the cross if he had to. Even though all will fall away I will never leave you! 
What’d he do? He left him. 


I’m all for things that encourage us and excite us for the Lord. But be very careful about simple emotional 
exuberance when it comes to serving God. There are times when following Jesus is exciting and it’s like joy is 
bursting out of the seams. But the real test is not our emotional highs. The real test is will we still follow the 
Lord in faithfulness when things are hard. When we don’t want to go on. 


Sometimes God takes us to the rock bottom to help us understand we can’t rely on our own emotions to guide 
us. 


4) God will often discipline us when we are filled with anxiety. Read 12-17


So the worst possible outcome that Eli could imagine actually came to pass.


It’s interesting that some times Eli has a great reverence for the Lord and an almost fatalistic attitude toward 
what he will do. But here, he’s filled with anxiety. Israel’s out there cheering that the Ark has come into the 
camp. Eli’s anxious that the Ark might not make it back. He doesn’t actually trust in God’s sovereignty. He 
doesn’t actually trust that this is a good thing to do. He’s the leader, but he’s basically given up leading. And 
he’s left to worry.  


You ever heard the saying: God will never give you more than you can handle? Yeah, don’t believe that. God 
gives people more than they can handle all the time so that we learn to rely on him. 


Eli didn’t actually find comfort in God’s sovereignty. He didn’t find hope or joy. 


Jesus tells us to be anxious for what? Nothing. (Matt 6:25-34) God feeds birds that don’t work for food. And 
God clothes flowers in more splendor than what Solomon - the richest king - ever wore. And he’ll feed and 
clothe us. God will take care of what we need. 


Sadly anxiety in our culture is often looked at as what someone has called a “respectable sin.” It is a sin - we’re 
commanded not to be anxious - but a lot of times people overlook it. Anxiety often feels like we’re caring for 
someone, or we have concern. And there is a sense in which we can have concern for people or situations. But 
a lot of time it’s not selfless concern for others, it’s a selfish concern that God won’t take care of the situation in 
a way that we want. We want God to do things our way. And when we think it’s going to be bad and we won’t 
get it, we’re anxious. 


1 Pet. 5:6-7: Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may 
exalt you, casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you.


There’s a connection Peter makes: humble yourself under the hand of God. How? Casting all your anxieties on 
him. If you don’t cast your anxieties on God, then you can’t be humble. And the opposite of humble is what? 
Proud. See either you can carry your burdens or God can. If you’re carrying them when God should be it’s 
because you think you’d do a better job running the universe than God. 




We need to rest in God’s sovereignty, not kick against it. 


5) God will discipline us even if we feel bad about our situation.


This last little side story is really the ultimate tragedy. There is grief and mourning about the situation with the 
battle. That’s why Eli dies. He feels bad. His worst nightmare came true. 


And on top of that is a woman who is about to give birth. She’s married to Phinehas - one of Eli’s sons. Her 
husband had been a serial adulterer and now on the eve of her giving birth he, his brother and her father-in-law 
all die at the same time. And her grief is so great she dies in childbirth. As she’s perishing she names her son 
Ichabod which means “where is the glory” or “the glory has departed.”


There was mourning and sadness over what had happened, but still God’s judgment came. 


This last section, while tragic, is actually a parable for the larger situation in Israel at the time. From the 
perspective of the average person at the time it seemed like God had abandoned Israel. These deaths seemed 
like the death of the nation. 


But had God’s glory truly departed from Israel? Not hardly. You remember back in Chap. 3 when God said he 
was doing a thing in Israel at which everyone’s ears would tingle? He was fashioning judgment. This was God’s 
plan. Why was he doing this? 


Had God’s glory really departed he would have utterly abandoned his people. He would have given up on them 
altogether. The story would be over. 


But God wasn’t done with Israel. He wasn’t done with his people. And listen: God isn’t done with us just 
because discipline comes into our lives.


Prov. 3:11-12: My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline or be weary of his reproof, for the Lord reproves 
him whom he loves, as a father the son in whom he delights.


Remember at the beginning I said if you want one thing to take away from this it’s that God will strip us of 
anything that keeps us from worshipping him. But do you know why he does that? Because he loves us. He 
will always discipline his children. He will always reprove his children. 


And if the good things in life are a distraction, or even idolatry, he will remove them so that our focus is on him. 
Our worship is on him. And ultimately our joy is in him alone. 


Pray


