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Who Honors God?

1 Samuel 5:1-7:1

Key Verse: 6:20

“and the men of Beth Shemesh asked, "Who can stand in the presence of the LORD, this holy God? To whom will the ark go up from here?”

How many of you have ever had to go to court? Or maybe have seen a movie scene inside a courtroom? How do people treat the judge? As a person who has been in many courtrooms, let me make it clear that everyone in there better treat the judge with the utmost respect and call them, “Your Honor.” For if you do not treat them with the honor they expect, you will find yourself in a heap of trouble. It’s the only place where you can be thrown into jail without a trial and held for as long as the judge wants. If this is the kind of respect that we should treat our earthly judges, what kind of respect should we treat our heavenly judge that has eternal power over us? Through today’s passage we will think deeply about this. 
The Philistines were Israel’s main enemy during the time of the last judges leading up to Samuel’s birth. They came to Canaan as early as the time of Abraham and lived in five major cities, Gaza, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath and Ashdod. They were advanced in technology, pioneers in the use of iron and in other skills. Their primary god was Dagon, a deity worshiped as a grain god. From last week’s passage we know that Israel was attacked by the Philistines and when it was clear that the Israelites were going to lose, they sent men to Shiloh to bring the ark of the Lord to the battlefield, superstitiously thinking that its presence, like a good-luck charm, would turn the tide. It did turn the tide, but not in the way they had hoped. When the Philistines heard that the ark of God was in Israel’s camp, they freaked out and fought even harder than before totally defeating Israel and in the process capturing the ark. Usually victors take spoils of war and as their sign of victory over Israel they took what they thought was Israel’s god. 

Take a look at verses 1-2. “After the Philistines had captured the ark of God, they took it from Ebenezer to Ashdod. 2 Then they carried the ark into Dagon's temple and set it beside Dagon.”  You can imagine how they celebrated their victory before the ark after they captured it – remember how they celebrated when they captured Samson, by gouging out his eyes. Then they took the ark like a trophy of conquest and put it into the temple of their god Dagon in the city of Ashdod. What better place to take a god than to another god’s temple. And they put the ark at the feet of their god Dagon as if Dagon was the victor and the Lord was the loser. But they forgot to realize something, the Lord NEVER loses. “When the people of Ashdod rose early the next day, there was Dagon, fallen on his face on the ground before the ark of the LORD! They took Dagon and put him back in his place. 4 But the following morning when they rose, there was Dagon, fallen on his face on the ground before the ark of the LORD! His head and hands had been broken off and were lying on the threshold; only his body remained.” (v3-4)

The Philistines were very religious people rising early the next morning to worship. This shows that just being religious is not enough; you can be religious in a wrong way. For example, just this week, Druidry, the ancient pagan tradition best known for gatherings at Stonehenge every summer solstice has been formally classed as a religion under charity law for the first time in Britain. Druids have been worshipping the sun and earth for thousands of years in Europe, but now they can say they're practicing an officially recognized religion. Just because something may be formally recognized doesn’t mean that it is right. That is why we need discernment. When they woke up and went into the temple they found their god on the floor lying face down as if it were bowing before the ark of the Lord. They were so surprised, but it didn’t faze them, the Philistine priests dutifully helped their god up to his feet back to his original position. The next day when they got up there was Dagon bowing again before the ark of the Lord but this time his head and hands were broken off. The head was thought of as the sign of wisdom and the hands as instruments of action. So when both his head and his hands were cut off, God was showing that Dagon didn’t have the wisdom or the strength to defend himself or his worshippers. God was declaring His superiority over this man made object. And so embarrassed were the Philistines over the misfortune of their god, that they forever after refused to set foot on the scene of his calamity. That’s why they didn’t step on the threshold any more.  

However this was only the beginning. Things were about to get worse. “The LORD's hand was heavy upon the people of Ashdod and its vicinity; he brought devastation upon them and afflicted them with tumors.” (v5:6) Not only was God’s presence felt in Dagon’s temple but the Philistine people were affected as well, for the Lord sent a plague on the people of Ashdod which was evidently carried by rats (v6:4) and caused large tumors to erupt on their bodies. (v5:6) The nature of the plague is unclear but from the footnote it says the tumors seemed to consist of growths particularly in the groin or rectal area. Some commentaries think that it was a hemorrhoid-like condition. They were in great pain and couldn’t do much with tumors in their groins. When they saw what was going on they said, “The ark of the god of Israel must not stay here with us, because his hand is heavy upon us and upon Dagon our god.” (v7) It’s interesting to note, that when they first bring the ark into their city they think that it is on the same level as their god, but now they acknowledge that the Lord is great than their god and that the Lord is taking action against them. They relate this to the stories that they heard about the God of Israel when He struck the Egyptians. “So they called together all the rulers of the Philistines and asked them, "What shall we do with the ark of the god of Israel?" They answered, "Have the ark of the god of Israel moved to Gath." So they moved the ark of the God of Israel. (v6:8) The hand of the Lord was heavy upon the Philistines and he not only convinced them of their mistake, but severely punished them for their rude behavior. And even though they knew this, they still would not renounce Dagon and turn to the Lord. So instead of seeking God's mercy, they decided to put the ark as far away from them as possible. This is typical of sinful people, when they suffer under the judgment of God, instead of repenting they would rather, if it were possible, to get as far away from Him as they can. But this strategy never works. The more you fight against God, the more trouble you usually find yourself in.  Those that fight against God will only find that they injure themselves.

After they moved the ark to Gath the Lord’s hand was against they people of that city too. And all the people, both young and old developed the same tumors. In pain, they sent the ark away from them to the city of Ekron. But as soon as the ark entered that city they people cried out, “They have brought the ark of the god of Israel around to us to kill us and our people.” (5:9-10) They finally had enough. 

What I find striking here is that fact that even though no one protected the ark, the Lord did. Even when there wasn’t a person around to do God’s work, God did his own work. Sometimes I have see an attitude in people as if they are doing a favor for God. And somehow when go to worship service, or any other kind of activity related to God, they think that God, or God’s people, should be thankful that they are doing it. As if they are giving up something great to serve the Lord so God should recognize them for doing it. Well let me tell you, the Lord does not need people to do things for Him. He created the heavens, the earth and everything in them without the help of man. And even through this event, the Lord shows how powerful He is and that he doesn’t need man to do his work. If he chooses to, he can carry out his work by his own hand. Those who did not die were afflicted with tumors and the outcry of the city went up to heaven. (5:12) In their pain, they acknowledged the Lord of heaven. God wants to be acknowledged and honored for who he is. 

Take a look at verse 6:1. “When the ark of the LORD had been in Philistine territory seven months” For seven months the Philistines were punished in the presence of the ark. Their country was overrun with rats and they had these raging extremely painful hemorrhoids and yet they were unwilling to get rid of the ark sooner. Here we find another thing that is typical of sinners. Generally people lengthen their own miseries because they refuse to part with their sins. For some strange reason we like to hold onto our sins even though they cause us much pain and grief. A person will cling to their lust and sinful desires being tormented by guilt and shame living in misery instead of repenting and handing them over to the Lord. Just this week a guy committed suicide because his roommate posted a video of him with another man on the internet. He couldn’t bear the shame and guilt and ended up taking his own life. Or another person will cling to their anger and condemnation of someone else, suffering with evil thoughts without peace living in misery instead of repenting and handing them over to God to deal with. How long does it take for us to realize that we are only hurting ourselves holding on to these things? Don’t you think that it’s time to finally give them up? What will it take for us to finally open our eyes? 

Here’s another thing; during this time the Israelites make no effort to get the ark back. If it was so important to them, why didn’t they make some kind of attempt? Maybe it’s because they really didn’t want to be around God either. Usually in difficult times, we are more concerned with ourselves, our families and just about everything else before God. But who really cares for the ark of God? Who values the Lord? Who honors God? Who has passion and zeal for our Lord? We have been blessed with the gospel, but often we treat with neglect or contempt. It can be clearly seen in all our actions. We come late, we don’t prepare, we do things lazily, half hearted or not at all. We sing without enthusiasm and have no passion in our prayers, if we pray at all. We have to be reminded to do things instead of taking initiative. Maybe we are like the Israelites, and after we have received our “promised land,” we are content and don’t want God all that close to us otherwise we just might have to do something for him. Who really cares for the ark of the Lord? 

St. Paul is a good example. He really cared for the Lord. And his passion and love for God drove him to do great things for the Lord. William Carey is another example. He said, “Expect great things from God, attempt great things for God.”   After Carey accepted Jesus in to his heart, he began to preach the gospel at the age of 20. As he earnestly studied the Bible, God began to open his eyes to the world where millions of people still had not heard the good news of Jesus. He drew a huge world map on the wall of his small cottage, adding the names of countries and cities with populations and religions. He also made a globe out of leather to remind himself of the world mission command of our Lord Jesus. From the Bible he learned how fervently the disciples of Jesus went out to preach the gospel in the first century. Why wasn’t there much effort in England in his time to send missionaries to other countries? Why were they ignoring the great commission of Jesus? One day, at a meeting of the Northampton Baptist Association of Pastors, Carey suggested that they discuss the great commission of Jesus. He was immediately shot down by his own spiritual advisor, Rev. John Ryland, Sr., who told him, “Sit down, young man. If God wants to convert the heathen, he will do it without consulting with you, or me!”  Carey realized that most pastors did not share his vision. And who was he but a young pastor who wasn’t even ordained yet. But Carey did not give up.

Carey pressed on his campaign to establish a missionary society. At first, no one seemed to respond. Many church leaders not only ignored his call but some of them denounced it. Even Carey himself had a doubt in his weak moments. “We are so poor. It’s preposterous to be thinking of foreign missions!” But there were some leaders who supported him, and it was at one meeting of the ministers of the Northampton Baptist Association, Carey delivered a fiery message based on Isaiah 54:2, concluding with the now famous phrases, “Brothers, expect great things from God; attempt great things for God.” Finally, a resolution was passed to explore the establishment of a missionary society for foreign missions. And in June of 1793, William Carey went as a missionary to India and has become to be known as the father of modern missions. 

Returning to the passage, finally, “The Philistines called for the priests and the diviners and said, "What shall we do with the ark of the LORD ? Tell us how we should send it back to its place." They answered, "If you return the ark of the god of Israel, do not send it away empty, but by all means send a guilt offering to him. Then you will be healed, and you will know why his hand has not been lifted from you." (6:2,3) I find it interesting that they do not was to send the ark back empty handed. Just seven months earlier they were shouting the victory of war but now their attitude is completely different and they want to send the ark away with an offering. And what is more remarkable it that they want to make a guilt offering. Here we see that they are acknowledging their guilt with the offering. It is one thing to say that Israel’s god is greater than their own, but when they make an offering this reveals Israel’s God superiority. 

Do you know how hard it is sometimes to pick out a gift for someone, imagine picking out a guilt offering? So what did they give? This is where the story turns strange. The Philistine priests and diviners told their leaders to “Make models of the tumors and of the rats (5 of each) that are destroying the country, and pay honor to Israel's god. Perhaps he will lift his hand from you and your gods and your land.” (v6:5) What does a model of a tumor look like? They must have been able to see them in order to make models of them. At this point the leaders seem to harden their hearts to what the priests and diviners are telling them, but the diviners rebuke them for being stubborn like Pharaoh. (v6:6)

The priests tell the leaders what to do with the guilt offering. Take a look at verses 6:7-9 “Now then, get a new cart ready, with two cows that have calved and have never been yoked. Hitch the cows to the cart, but take their calves away and pen them up. 8 Take the ark of the LORD and put it on the cart, and in a chest beside it put the gold objects you are sending back to him as a guilt offering. Send it on its way, 9 but keep watching it. If it goes up to its own territory, toward Beth Shemesh, then the LORD has brought this great disaster on us. But if it does not, then we will know that it was not his hand that struck us and that it happened to us by chance.” Even after all that had happened the priests and diviners still wouldn’t give full credit to the God of Israel. So they devised a test to validate if the plague was from God or not. But when they created the test, they did their best to set up the test to fail in the hopes they could discredit the Lord. In their test, they take two new cows who just gave birth and strap them to the cart. Under normal conditions, these new cow mothers would not want to leave their young calves. They have the natural instinct to nurse their young. Another way they tried to set up the test to fail is that they chose two cows that had never been tied to a cart before. Under normal conditions animals that have never pulled a cart, or have worked together before, would not be able to pull the cart in a straight line and in all likely hood they would have wandered around for food or to go back home instead of going to a strange country. 

The Philistine leaders follow their priest’s instructions and take the ark, the cows, the gold tumor and rat models and send them on their way. They follow along to see what happens. They go as far as the border of Beth Shemesh, the border of their land and watch what happens. The deepest suspicion of the Philistines was confirmed when the animals made their way straight back to Israel mooing sadly as they leave their babies behind. They didn’t want to go, but it was obvious that the Lord was leading the cows and now it was obvious that the Lord had been at the root of all the Philistine’s troubles. 

“Now the people of Beth Shemesh were harvesting their wheat in the valley, and when they looked up and saw the ark, they rejoiced at the sight. 14 The cart came to the field of Joshua of Beth Shemesh, and there it stopped beside a large rock. The people chopped up the wood of the cart and sacrificed the cows as a burnt offering to the LORD. 15 The Levites took down the ark of the LORD, together with the chest containing the gold objects, and placed them on the large rock. On that day the people of Beth Shemesh offered burnt offerings and made sacrifices to the LORD.” (6:13-15) At first glance this looks well and good. But upon closer inspection it seems that the people of Beth Shemesh made a double error. First, they offered females for a burnt offering which was contrary to the law. (Lev 1:3) And secondly they did it in a forbidden place. (Deut 12:5,6) But since this was not an ordinary case, it may have been excused but what it does reveal is the Israelites casual attitude toward God. They didn’t worship God the way that God wanted but according to what they wanted. Dt 12: says, “You must not worship the LORD your God in their way.” We have to come to God, not according to how we think or feel, but according to the way God wants us to come to him. 

In the end their lackadaisical attitude got them killed. Take a look at verses 6:19-20. “But God struck down some of the men of Beth Shemesh, putting seventy of them to death because they had looked into the ark of the LORD. The people mourned because of the heavy blow the LORD had dealt them, 20 and the men of Beth Shemesh asked, "Who can stand in the presence of the LORD, this holy God? To whom will the ark go up from here?” God gave specific instructions for them to follow but they ignored them. Only the Levites could touch the ark and no one should look into it, that is for God to do. (Dt 29:29) How tempting it must have been for them. This was a once in a lifetime chance to see what was inside the famous ark of the Lord. Who would know if they took just a quick peek? Surely that wouldn’t hurt anyone. This reminds me of Eve, who had desires for the forbidden fruit and to have the knowledge of God. 

It’s ironic, the Philistines had the fear of God, but they wouldn’t humble themselves and worship him but instead tried to send God away from them as far as they could and the Israelites who were supposed to worship Him, had lost their fear and reverence for God. Through this we see that not only do unbelievers (the Philistines) suffer when the Law of the Lord is disregarded but believers (the Israelites) also suffer when they do not conform to His strict requirements. 

We must have proper respect for our Lord for he is the Creator of the heavens and the earth and all things in between. If we don’t have the proper attitude toward God, then we play by our own rules only to find out that God doesn’t play that way. There is a difference between acknowledging our sin and actually repenting of it. The Philistines acknowledged their sin but didn’t repent of it. Sometimes we are just like that. We know that we’ve done something wrong, but we never really repent of it. We hold on to it because we enjoy it. But God is all powerful and He will not be mocked. Dagon was manmade and required men to help him, and yet the Philistines devoted themselves to him.  The men of Beth Shemesh asked, “"Who can stand in the presence of the LORD, this holy God,” the answer is no one. Our God is a holy God and we would die if we stood in his presence, however there is a way, and that is through Jesus Christ. We are all sinners just like the people in this passage and by our own merit we have become God’s enemy. But when we believe in Jesus, the one who mediates for us, we can enter the kingdom of God and have eternal life. On the other hand, the Lord doesn’t need anyone’s help, but no one honored him as such.  May we repent of our un-respectful attitude toward or Lord and honor with the proper respect that he deserves.   
