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“Fear is the main source of superstition.” Bertrand Russell (picture) said that. He was right.  

  Maybe it’s the fear of losing that encourages athletes to be so superstitious. Tennis pro, Serena Williams (picture) 

brings her own shower sandals to the court and always ties her shoelaces a certain way. Before her first serve, she 

bounces her ball five times, and before her second serve, she does it twice. Then, she wears the same pair of socks 

throughout the entire run of a tournament. In fact, she believes that all of her major losses are because she failed to 

follow her superstitious rituals properly. 

  Former LSU Tigers coach, Les Miles (picture), has been caught by the camera multiple times ripping out a chunk of 

grass and eating it to become one with the sod. After getting caught munching on the grass, Miles was asked about his 

strange habit, “I have a little tradition that lets me know that I’m a part of the field, a part of the game…” 

  Retired NBA great, Michael Jordan (picture), is very superstitious and has a special quirk. He wore his University of 

North Carolina shorts under his Bulls uniform in every game while playing for the Bulls. 

  Men’s Fitness magazine named Turk Wendell (picture) the most superstitious athlete of all time. The former Major 

League baseball player, who was a relief pitcher from 1993 to 2004, jumped over baselines on his way to the mound. 

When he was on the field pitching, he’d chew black liquorice. He’d brush his teeth between innings and carried a 

necklace with the sharp teeth of wild animals hunted by him. His number was 99. In the year 2000, he signed a contract 

worth $9,999,999.99 with the Mets. 

  There are thousands of superstitions out there. The human tendency toward superstition is very strong. We cling to 

superstitions that seem to protect us from the things we fear. The people of God aren’t immune to superstitions.  

  Often, without even meaning to, we behave in a superstitious way. For example, if $6.66 pops up on a cash register, 

some Christians freak out and ask to pay another price. Christians might cross their fingers to make a cross, for luck and 

protection. Or a bride might not want the groom to see her before the wedding because she doesn’t want bad luck in her 

marriage. 

  This passage in 1 Samuel 4 is about superstitions. It’s Rabbit Foot Theology. Some carry a rabbit’s foot for luck. It’s a 

bizarre notion. But if you’re going to do it right, you just don’t have a rabbit’s foot, you must have the correct rabbits 

foot. It has to be the left hind foot, and it must be the left hind foot of a rabbit killed in a cemetery. It’s all a bit bizarre, 

isn’t it? 

  These ancient Israelites used the Ark of the Covenant like a rabbits foot. They believed it’d empower them to win the 

battle against the Philistines. It didn’t work and the outcome was tragic. God will not be used.  

  Sadly, too often Christians today rather than worshiping God, try to use Him like a rabbit’s foot. If you’re taking 

notes… 

 

1. God will suffer defeat rather than let you think you own Him, vss. 1-4. Spirituality is the new buzz word. It’s a 

vague term but trendy in America. Visit a bookstore and they no longer have a “religious section,” it’s the spirituality 

section. There you’ll find books like Spirituality for Dummies or A Complete Idiot’s Guide to Spirituality. Run a Google 

search for spirituality and you’ll be inundated with resources from an inexhaustible variety of perspectives. It’s hip to 

say, “I’m not religious. I’m spiritual.” But God doesn’t want us to be religious or spiritual, He wants a relationship. 

  Chirrut Îmwe (picture), the blind monk from Rogue One of Star Wars is a contemporary example of this generic 

spirituality. Despite his blindness he’s spiritual and in tune with “the Force.” During a battle against Empire storm 

troopers, Chirrut chants, “The Force is with me; I’m one with the Force.” In chanting, he purportedly channels courage, 

steps into the fight, and defeats a dozen soldiers. The scene is a reasonably accurate depiction of 21st century American 

spirituality. It’s “I’m spiritual but I’m not religious.”  

  The majority of Americas will tell you that they believe in God. While that number is diminishing, it’s still a very high 

number in comparison to other nations throughout the world. Yet, at the same time, when the individual who declares 

their belief in God is pressed to explain what that means, it becomes apparent that for a significant number of them, God, 

G-o-d, does not spell what’s spelled out in the Bible. They don’t think in terms of a triune God: Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit. They’re not thinking of the God who is the Creator of the ends of the earth. They’re not thinking of the God who 

has declared that Jesus is the only way of salvation. They’re not thinking that God has determined that “it is appointed 

once to die, and after that comes judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). In many cases, it’s simply a concept or an idea. You can 

test it by listening for phraseology like, “Well, my view of God is…” or “I like to think of God as…” All of this is 

understandable, given that few today have an understanding of God’s revelation of Himself, if they’ve grown up without 

any instruction in the Bible, if all they have is some semblance of Judeo-Christian understanding, then of course they’re 

tempted to view God exactly as they conceive Him. 



  Someone cynically said that in the beginning God made man in His own image, and ever since then we’ve been trying 

to repay the compliment by conceiving of God in our own image or in the way we’d like to think of Him.  

  Some see God as a cheerleader. Cheerleaders don’t play in the game. They’re on the sidelines. They’re there to 

encourage us to do our best with little chants like, “You can do it, you can do it! You can, you can!”    

  For others, God is like a waiter in a restaurant. The waiter doesn’t sit at the table or eat with you. They’re in the 

background, but available if we need something: “Excuse me, I don’t think we have any salt. Could you help me?” And 

there they come, very nice and helpful. For some that’s God: somewhere over in the corner, not actually involved in day-

to-day events but available, as necessary. 

  For some, God is like a landlord. The landlord might not live in the building, but he has a number that you can call 

anytime you want, especially if anything goes wrong. If the boiler bursts, you can give him a call. It’s the way some treat 

God: “If something goes wrong in the house of my life, I’ll call the landlord.” Most days, He’s completely out of sight. 

He’s not even in the building. Most days, He’s out of mind. I don’t think about the landlord until something goes wrong, 

and then I say, “I better get the landlord.”  

  If you listen carefully, you’ll find that people are treating God in much the same way. God has no weight to Him. God 

has no glory. The God who has made Himself known in the person of Jesus is set aside.  

  Others view God as a therapist: Someone at arm’s length from the patient or the client, and the person is seeking 

inspiration and comfort to feel better.  

  That’s our culture, increasingly less religious, yet phenomenally spiritual. How do we explain this? Because of the 

vacuum. The vacuum is when we cease to believe in God as He’s made Himself known in His Word. But then we don’t 

believe in nothing; we believe in everything.  

  How does this actually fit in with 1 Samuel 4? None of this is new. This idea that God, if He exists, can be manipulated 

or controlled by us is at the core of 1 Samuel 4. It’s the mistaken, misplaced faith that if we do certain things in a certain 

way, God is duty bound to show up for us. That was the mindset of the leaders of Israel in our text. 

  After being attacked by the Philistines and losing 4,000 soldiers, they were right on target in the first part of verse 3, 

“Why has the Lord defeated us today before the Philistines?” It was God who defeated them. God let them lose. They’d 

defeated much more powerful enemies than the Philistines. 

  It’s a wake-up call. They’d seen this before. The book of Judges is this same cycle – serve God, honor God, win victory 

after victory but fall away from God and be defeated, enslaved and abused. Back in Joshua 7, they were on the road to 

the Super Bowl, defeating enemy after enemy until Achan sinned. It cost the whole nation a big defeat by the minor 

league army of Ai.  

  Aphek was a northern Philistine city about three miles west of the Jewish city of Ebenezer (map). Shiloh where the 

Tabernacle was lay about twenty miles east of Ebenezer. In their initial confrontation, the Philistines defeated Israel, 

killing 4,000 men. The elders of Israel were rightly perplexed by this defeat. Wasn’t Israel God’s chosen nation? Didn’t 

He give them the land as their possession? Why was Israel defeated by these idol worshipping pagans?  

  But if the elders had remembered God’s covenant, they’d have realized that this horrible defeat was caused by Israel’s 

disobedience to God’s law. Deuteronomy 28:25 promises that if they disobey God, this would be the result: 

“The Lord will cause you to be defeated before your enemies.”   

  God was ringing their phone. He does that to get our attention. Sometimes God lets us be defeated because like a 

parent, He is correcting us. And what we have here is parental correction. It’s Hebrews 12:6 – the ones the Lord loves, 

He corrects. When we’re defeated, it’s not the time to keep soldiering on. We need to put our lives on pause and ask, 

“Lord, what are you trying to teach me? Are you trying to get my attention?”  

  But they rationalized they were okay because God was on their side. During the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln (picture) 

was asked if God was on his side. “Sir, my concern is not whether God is on our side,” said the President, “my greatest 

concern is to be on God’s side, for God is always right.” 

  At the head of the spiritual leadership were two profligates, the sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas. They abused the 

worship of God and committed adultery with women who came to the Tabernacle. It’s serious stuff. No wonder God 

let’s the nation take a hit. He wants to get their attention.  

  Is God trying to get your attention today? You see, if God is trying to get your attention, He loves us so much that He’ll 

repeat the lesson until we get it. I know that from personal experience. 

   It’s amazing how many who know they have a problem, yet don’t know what the answer to the problem is. They have 

a God-shaped void in their hearts and think that the answer is religiosity. They turn to religion to get them out of trouble.  

  That’s these Jewish leaders: “We’ll get the ark. It will save us.” They asked the right question but had the wrong 

answer. People do that all of the time. They’ll start going to church if they have a medical issue. Politicians invoke 

religion if it gets them some votes.  



  Do you know what the Nazis (picture) had inscribed on their belt buckles, Gott Mit Uns? “God is with us.” Both sides 

in the Civil War invoked God, Southerners and Northerners. Many will go before the Judgment Seat of God, “But Lord, 

we carried your ark into battle with us. We went to church. We said our prayers. We gave money.” But God will say, 

“Depart from Me, I never knew you.” 

 

2. It’s God that has power, not the symbols of God, vss. 5-9. “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. And when the Philistines heard the noise of 

the shouting, they said, ‘What does this great shouting in the camp of the Hebrews mean?’ And when they learned that 

the ark of the Lord had come to the camp, the Philistines were afraid, for they said, ‘A god has come into the camp.’ And 

they said, ‘Woe to us! For nothing like this has happened before. Woe to us! Who can deliver us from the power of these 

mighty gods? These are the gods who struck the Egyptians with every sort of plague in the wilderness. Take courage, 

and be men, O Philistines, lest you become slaves to the Hebrews as they have been to you; be men and fight’.”  

  The ark was a symbol of God’s presence, but it wasn’t God’s presence. In the past when the ark moved, the people 

moved. It was the ark they’d carried around Jericho to defeat it. But here they treat the ark like Lucky Charms.  

  In his book, The Mayflower, historian Nathaniel Philbrick (pictures), recounts the struggles of the Pilgrims during the 

early shaping of America. During those early years, the Pilgrims lived peacefully with the Native Americans. But it 

wasn’t long before a major war called King Philip’s War broke out in 1675 lasting for 14 months. One conflict between 

the two groups is notable because of the minimum number of casualties. In fact, there was only one pilgrim that died 

during this battle with the Native Americans.  

  In March of 1676, a group of Indians, numbering as many as 1,500 attacked the Village of Rehoboth. As the inhabitants 

watched from their garrisons, 40 houses, 30 barns and two mills went up in flames. Only one person was killed, a man 

who believed that as long as he continued reading the Bible, no harm would come to him. Refusing to abandon his home, 

he was found shot to death in his chair, the Bible still in his hands. That’s lucky charm faith. “I’ve got the Bible. I’m 

reading the Bible. Nothing bad can happen to me.” 

  The elders rightly conclude that the Lord is responsible but wrongly conclude that the presence of the ark will result in 

certain success. It’s spiritual superstition, rabbit foot theology, with tragic results.  

  The corruption of Eli’s sons, Hophni and Phinehas, was well known among the people. These two despised God’s 

authority, but somehow they’re supposed to be part of harnessing God’s power. No, the ark wouldn’t protect against 

their coming judgement. The elders should have seen the connection between open sin and military defeat. It was a 

common pattern in the nation’s history. And the deaths of these two men had been prophesied.  

  The assumption was that if we bring the ark to the battle, God will be forced to fight for us to protect His own honor. 

But to have God’s symbols is not the same has having God’s power.  

  The ark was a small gold-plated wooden box, less than 4 feet long and just over 2 feet wide. In it were the Tablets of 

Stone on which the Ten Commandments were written. The ark was carried in front of the Israelites throughout the 40 

years in the wilderness. The ark was there when they experienced their stunning victory over Jericho. It was the most 

holy symbol of God’s presence among His people. 

  They try a natural solution to a spiritual problem. They urge the soldiers to take the ark of the Covenant from the 

sanctuary at Shiloh so that it might save them from their enemies. Instead of revering the ark as the symbol of God’s 

presence, they turn it into a religious relic, superstitiously assuming that its presence alone will deliver them! 

  What good is the ark of God when people have abandoned the God of the ark? Besides, the Elders had no authority to 

take the ark anywhere; it was not supposed to be under their control but under the priests’ control. Verse 13 hints that it 

was taken despite the protest of Eli, the High Priest, probably by his reprobate sons, Hophni and Phinehas, who just blew 

him off again.  

  What they did isn’t very different from some of the superstitions that Christians have practiced through the years. It 

used to be common to put a statue of St. Christopher on the dash to protect you from accidents. Millions employ crosses, 

signs of the fish, angels, or other religious symbols in much the same way that Israel treated their “God in the Box.”  

  How many times have we heard “there’s power in prayer.” But it’s not true. Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists and 

unbelievers pray. The power is not in prayer. The power is in God. Whenever spiritual objects become the focus of our 

faith, rather than God being the focus, we’re in trouble. It’s God who has the power. It’s God who delivers His people 

not the symbols of His presence. 

  You can always tell when people are losing touch with God by noticing how much they emphasize things like hymnals, 

music, rituals, even prayer. The further away from God they go, the more interested they become in symbolism and 

ceremony. But God can’t be manipulated.  



  So it was with the nation of Israel. They were practicing “magic” in the way they employed the ark. They tried to repeat 

yesterday’s success with today’s lack of commitment. They wanted success when God wanted repentance. While the ark 

may have been with them in the camp, God was against them.  

 

3. God fulfills His Word even in what looks like a disaster, vss. 10-11 “So the Philistines fought, and Israel was 

defeated, and they fled, every man to his home. And there was a very great slaughter, for thirty thousand foot soldiers of 

Israel fell. And the ark of God was captured, and the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, died.” Sometimes pagans 

are better theologians than God’s people. The Philistines knew about Egypt and the plagues. In the book of Jonah 

godless sailors had more fear of God than Jonah.  

  The arrival of the ark inspired the Israelites but it really encouraged valor and courage on the part of the Philistines. 

Rather than flee in terror, they put forth their best effort and 30,000 Jewish soldiers died.  

  When it comes to manipulating passions, a lost world is as good at it, if not better than the people of God. Unless our 

power is truly from God, then the world’s power is easily able to overcome our religious saber rattling. 

  Do you think that Hophni and Phinehas knew about the prophecy that God was going to kill them the same day, that 

judgement was coming? Absolutely! Do you think that they believed it? No. They were skeptics. They marched into 

camp carrying the ark like heroes. They were already imagining the news clips and what media successes they’d be. But 

for God.  

  God’s promises and prophecies always happen. 2 Peter 3:3-7, “Knowing this first of all, that scoffers will come in the 

last days with scoffing, following their own sinful desires. They will say, “Where is the promise of His coming? For ever 

since the fathers fell asleep, all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of creation…the heavens and 

earth that now exist are stored up for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly.” 

  The ark made no difference. Israel had lost without the ark, now they lose with it. It wasn’t the ark that made the 

difference, it was God. God would rather His people go down in flames than for them to cover sin and carry on a false 

relationship with Him. Which do you think God cares about the most, the fact that this box was in the hands of the 

Philistines or that His people in their hearts were not honoring Him?  

  God will always allow us to be disappointed with Him if it will awaken us to who He really is and bring us into a true 

relationship with Him. God may be despised in Philistia but He will no more be disdained by His own people. You can’t 

count on God’s promises if you don’t obey His commands. The world doesn’t revolve around you or me. God must be at 

the center.  

  We need to take God seriously. So where are you today my friend? Are you on the side of God’s blessing? Are you 

building your life on 

the solid rock of Jesus Christ? Have you given yourself entirely to the Lord because God has renewed your heart? Or are 

you engaging in superstitious religion that’s empty and will always fail you, and in the end will catastrophically fail you 

on the Day of Judgment? My friend, you can’t have Jesus as your Savior if you don’t accept Him as your Lord.  

 

4. Disobeying God always carries a high price. Notice how many times in these last verses we find the phrase, “the 

ark of God was [is] taken.” Never in the history of Israel had the ark of God fallen into enemy hands. It was so holy that 

the ark was kept behind the veil in the tabernacle.  

  Eli knew that his sons had entered the holy of holies and taken the ark to the battlefield, but he was unable to stop them, 

just as he had been unable to control them in past years. He wasn’t worrying about the army or his sons, he was 

trembling for the safety of the ark of God. For Americans, it would be like Russia stole the Liberty Bell.  

  Yet, if Eli had been concerned about God’s honor and disciplined his sons or at least removed them from office, he 

wouldn’t have had to worry about the ark coming back. Eli didn’t realize God was still on His heavenly throne even if 

His earthly throne had been cheapened into some good luck charm. God was fully able to protect His own furniture as 

He does His own glory.  

  Eli had been sitting there, watching for the ark, maybe since they’d taken it to the front. His heart was already trembling 

over the ark, but this was too much. On hearing the news of the loss of the ark, he fell backward, his neck snapped and 

he died. The shock of the news literally killed him.  

  Eli’s unnamed daughter in-law is collateral damage. She’s already married to an adulterer and had a passive father in-

law, who as the spiritual leader of the nation, won’t do his job. Imagine the shame she’d already lived through. 

  It’s apparent that she’s a godly woman with spiritual sensitivity. Her husband’s sins had already cost her, now the shock 

of it all, costs her life and leaves her son, Ichabod, an orphan. The wicked sons of Eli thought their scheme would save 

the glory of God, but it took the glory of God away from Israel. Her tragic death may be one of the saddest scenes in the 

Bible. 



  You and I never sin alone. How often do we rationalize, “I’m not hurting anyone. I’m only hurting myself.” It’s the 

delusion and deception of sin.  

  But she was wrong. While the glory of God had indeed departed, but it wasn’t because the ark of God had been 

captured. The ark had been captured because the glory of God had already departed. Tragically, Ichabod could be written 

over many church sanctuaries who have departed from the truth of God’s Word and honoring Him.  

  Whenever God's people place their faith in religious symbols rather than in Him, tragedy is the end result. Commenting 

on this, Pastor Michael Andrus (picture) writes: “I worry sometimes about the resources Christian people will put into 

the effort to keep prayer in our schools when they won't even come out to pray in their own churches. Many are fighting 

to keep “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance, but their neighbors of 20 years have never heard them share their 

faith. Friends, it is so easy to focus on symbols of our faith and neglect the reality.” 

 

Conclusion: The glory had been dimmed but it hadn’t departed. Notice that other than the first verse, Samuel is not 

mentioned. Yet, this is twenty years after God had called him and he’d told his mentor, Eli, that judgement was coming. 

We won’t hear from God’s man again until chapter 7.  

  Eli and his family had their candles snuffed out but God’s glory is only dimmed. God was going to bring His glory back 

to His people with Samuel.  

  God had an even greater plan. Ichabod will be replaced by Immanuel. We should lament that God’s glory is removed 

by sin, because of our sins. But we must look up from our despair in sin and see Jesus the Savior, Immanuel, who died to 

put away our shame and reproach, and then who rose again. We see a new beginning in His forgiving grace.  

  Our sin cries “Ichabod,” the glory is departed. But God’s grace replies “Immanuel,” the name given to our Savior that 

means “God with us.” Though because of our sin we could rightly be abandoned by God, the gospel assures us of 

forgiveness and acceptance in Jesus Christ.  

  There’s one more thing. With the gospel message that answers Ichabod with Immanuel, God sends us out as heralds of 

His victory over sin with the good news of forgiveness and salvation to share with our world. You and I have the 

privilege of the sharing the best news this world will ever hear – the joyful news of Jesus and His saving blood. God 

doesn’t want us to live in Ichabod, He longs for us to live in Immanuel…and He want us to share it.  

  Are you sharing the good news? As Isaiah 52:7 says, “How beautiful upon the mountains  are the feet of him who 

brings good news.”  

 

 

 


