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Since it’s Mother’s Day and my wife, Jane’s favorite movie is Raiders of the Lost Ark (picture). Ok, she really likes 

You’ve Got Mail or Princess Bride (pictures). What though is really true is that we’re in a series on 1 Samuel and have a 

scene in our text that could be pulled right out of that Harrison Ford (picture) movie, but it’s Paraders of the Lost Ark 

from 1 Samuel 5-7.   

  It's a strange story, almost too fantastic to believe. It’s part of our sermon series that we’re in on an Old Testament 

book, 1 Samuel: God of Reversals.                                                                

  If you remember the 1981 movie, Raiders of the Lost Ark, the ark is described as a source of unrivaled power that Hitler 

wants to coopt. Once discovered the “wrath” and “power” of Israel’s God would become a weapon for the Nazi war 

machine. British archaeologist, Marcus Brody (picture) in the movie summarized the ominous stakes for those who hold 

the power of the Ark: “An army which carries the ark before it…is invincible.”  

  Our passage makes Hollywood’s special effects look like Legos in comparison. But it’s not about the power of the ark, 

it’s about God and His power. The ark was a visible symbol of God’s presence among the Israelites. They attempted to 

use it, as we studied last time, like a lucky charm to win the battle over their enemies, the Philistines. When the ark was 

captured by the Philistines, it was as if they’d lost God…but they hadn’t. They’d only lost His symbol. You can’t put 

God in a box.  

  The Jews tried to use the ark as a rabbit’s foot; the Philistines want to parade it as a war trophy. It appears they were 

going to put it on a victory tour through their five cities. They too discovered you can’t put God in a box. To their shame 

and pain, they didn’t know the one true God. God doesn’t need a box. He doesn’t need an army to defend Him.   

  The ark (picture) was a gold-covered portable box 3½’ long and about 2½’ wide and high. It stayed behind a thick veil 

in Israel’s worship center, the Tabernacle. Two cherubim were on its lid, winged angelic beings. It contained a copy of 

the 10 Commandments. The lid to the ark was called the mercy seat, sprinkled yearly with a blood sacrifice to atone for 

the nation’s sin. It was a visible symbol of Israel’s invisible God. It pointed to God ruling, speaking, leading and 

forgiving His people. It was a sign of His presence, but it wasn’t God and it wasn’t His presence as the Philistines were 

about to discover.  

  God cannot be contained. He’s infinite and not bound by physical boundaries. He holds those who blow Him off, 

whether Israelites or non-Israelites accountable. He truly is the Judge of all the earth.  

  Who are the Philistines? They’re Israel’s Russia. We’ll run into them throughout 1 Samuel. They’re Israel’s continual 

nemesis and a continual threat to their security. They’re mentioned over 150 times in the Samuels.  

  Originally, a seagoing people from the Aegean area, they’re new arrivals to the land. The word Philistine gives us our 

word Palestine, which is why a Jew will not refer to the land as Palestine. 

  They’re the arch enemies of Samson and the ones who took his eyes. At the end of his life, he literally brought the 

house down on them (Judges 16). 

  The Philistines arrived in Canaan around 1200 B.C. and are part of the migration of the so-called Sea Peoples. The Sea 

Peoples consisted of various groups from the eastern Mediterranean area (map) who invaded Asia Minor (Turkey), 

Canaan, and Egypt. They settled on the southern coastal plain of Canaan establishing five capital cities (Ashkelon, 

Ashdod, Gaza, Ekron, and Gath). Technologically, they’re ahead of Israel in that they knew how to smelt iron and had 

iron weapons while Israel had bronze ones. After defeating Israel and capturing the ark, we find in other places in 

Scripture that they marched on Shiloh where the tabernacle was, massacred the priests and destroyed the city.  

  They’re fierce warriors, like Vikings of the ancient world, but were terrible theologians. They didn’t know the one true 

God. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. God isn’t just another God. Are you part of the Jedi faith (picture)? It’s a growing phenomenon. Thousands have 

converted. It’s estimated some 50,000 people are members. There’s no god to worship, but primary faith is put in the 

Force. “May the Force be with you!” 

  There are over 4,000 recognized religions in the world. Mark Twain (picture) insightfully said, “Man is a Religious 

Animal…He is the only animal that has the True Religion--several of them. He is the only animal that loves his neighbor 

as himself and cuts his throat if his theology isn't straight.” Humans by nature are very religious.  

  The Philistines are polytheists and had many gods. As God wouldn’t permit the Israelites to use the ark as some magic  

wand, He won’t permit the Philistines to use His ark as a war trophy. Contrary to appearances, God is anything but 

powerless in the hands of Israel’s enemies.  

  Notice that the Philistines didn’t destroy the ark, instead they bring it into the temple of their number one god, Dagon. 

Modern day Philistines don’t want to destroy God, they just want to domesticate Him. People who want nothing to do 



with church want to be married or buried in a church. If they have a child, they want their baby baptized. Legislative 

sessions open with prayer and pray for God to bless America.  

  That’s all great as long as God doesn’t try to tell anyone how to live or what to do. It’s not the Ten Commandments, it’s 

the ten suggestions. It’s an attempt to domesticate God. It’s what the Philistines intend for the ark.  

  Because they’d won the battle, they assume their god, Dagon, beat God. God was welcome to remain as long as He sat 

beside Dagon and kept His mouth shut. But God is the one true God so… 

  God humbles false gods, vss. 2-3: “Then the Philistines took the ark of God and brought it into the house of Dagon and 

set it up beside Dagon. 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.” They set the ark by Dagon 

because God was to serve Dagon. Dagon was most likely a fertility god, the grain god, responsible for the crops and 

harvest. Maybe he was a vegan god.  

  Before they’ve had their first cup of coffee, Dagon is “I’ve fallen down and can’t get up.” The Philistines awake with a 

startling reminder of God’s sovereignty. To be prostrate before the ark speaks of reverence and submission. What’s not 

seen in our English translation is their verbal response when they saw their idol on its face. Dagone! Imagine a god you 

must stand back up? What kind of god is that? Their god needed them.  

  God is showing that He doesn’t need Israel and He doesn’t need us. I had a good friend on the mission field who was 

doing a great work but got into pornography and online gambling. Rather than repent and get help, he rationalized that he 

couldn’t come clean because he was critical to the mission. He wasn’t. God doesn’t need me and He doesn’t need you. 

We’re not essential. While God doesn’t need us, wonderfully, He wants us!  

  God defeats false gods, vs. 4: “But when they rose early on the next morning, behold, Dagon had fallen face downward 

on the ground before the ark of the Lord, and the head of Dagon and both his hands were lying cut off on the threshold. 

Only the trunk of Dagon was left to him.” Does a larger than usual group assemble at the house of Dagon the following 

day? Maybe they want to convince themselves that the previous morning was a fluke? It must be nothing but an “act of 

God” (as insurance adjusters say)?  

  When they arrive the next morning, things are worse than the previous day. Dagon has fallen before God once again. 

This time its hands and head are broken off as the idol strikes the threshold.  

  Do the Philistines still think the God of Israel is in their hands? The hands of their god are in the dirt, as well as its 

head. “Chopped off” is one translation. The ark may be in Philistine hands, but the god of the Philistines is in the hands 

of the one true God. Decapitation and cutting off hands were frequent in ancient warfare. The mutilation of Dagon’s 

torso is a sign of military conquest. God defeats Dagon on his own turf – in his own temple! The supposedly defeated 

God humiliates victorious Dagon.  

  This is no tame God. The ark might have fallen into their hands but they have fallen into God’s hands. Verse 6, “The 

hand of the Lord was heavy against the people of Ashdod.” God’s hand is heavy but Dagon’s hands are cut off. There’s a 

biting humor in these verses from Dagon’s homage to Dagon’s helplessness to Dagon’s destruction. Dagon’s supposed 

power that had seemingly defeated Israel was impotent.    

  I suspect that God does a lot of laughing and scoffing, not only at the false religions that hold millions in their grip, but 

also at the faith of scientists and scholars who’ve relegated Him to the wrong side of history. At times these may seem to 

have defeated God and ridicule God's people and their simple faith, but in the end it’s God who will have the last laugh.   

  Voltaire (picture), the renowned French atheist, predicted that before the end of the 18th century the Bible would be 

eradicated and Christianity with it. In 1764 Voltaire wrote, “The Bible. That is what fools have written, what imbeciles 

commend, what rogues teach and young children are made to learn by heart…we are living in the twilight of 

Christianity.” But after Voltaire’s death, the same printing presses that were used to print his attacks on Christianity, 

were used to print Bibles. And his former house, just 58 years after his death, was being used as a storehouse for Bibles 

and gospel tracts. God’s Word continues to be the world’s best-seller. Christianity is stronger today than even when 

Voltaire leveled his vicious attacks. 

  In 2022 America we think of idols as the stuff of the Old Testament or countries like India or Japan. Yet, the Apostle 

John wrote to early Christians, “Little children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:1). 

  In his book No God but God, Os Guinness (pictures), insightfully observed, “Idolatry may not involve explicit denials 

of God’s existence or character. It may well come in the form of an over-attachment to something that is in itself 

perfectly good…An idol can be a physical object, a property, a person, an activity, a role, an institution, a hope, an 

image, an idea, a pleasure, a hero, anything that can substitute for God.” 

  American Idol isn’t just a singing competition TV show, it’s us, Christians. We have idols. While we depend on 

different gods, they are no less gods. We often make our toys, our homes, our jobs, our careers, our families, our 

government or political party, pleasure, appearance and success, idols in place of the one true God. Yet at the core is the 

god that tempted our first parents in the Garden, Self.  



  How do you know if self is your idol? Your feelings matter more to you than your faithfulness. You’re more focused on 

your appearance than the condition of your heart. You crave attention but recoil at conviction. You lack compassion for 

those less fortunate than you and your prayers are primarily focused on your own wants but you rarely pray for others.  

  Idolatry is an inside sin. The worst versions of it can be found inside the “saints” and the Church. Study the Old and 

New Testaments and you’ll find the worst forms of idolatry came from within the camps of God’s people.  

  God judges those who stand against Him. Did you hear about the hillbilly preacher who was in a drugstore for the first 

time. He’d been trying to figure out what he was going to preach that Sunday. As he’s wandering the aisles, he saw a 

display of “Preparation H” and he thought, “That’s it! I’ll preach on Preparation H – Preparation Heaven.” Verse 6 says, 

“The hand of the Lord was heavy against the people of Ashdod, and he terrified and afflicted them with tumors.”  

  “Tumors” means swelling. There’s a debate among Bible scholars on whether God may have struck the Philistines with 

severe hemorrhoids. In the Latin Vulgate, Jerome (picture) translates it, “God struck them in the secret parts of their 

posteriors.” But because, according to chapter 6, the judgement included rats, many scholars believe God struck them 

with Bubonic Plague. 

  Swelling in the armpits, groin and sides of the neck are symptomatic of Bubonic Plague. Usually, it’s fatal for half of 

those infected. On top of that rats would devastate an agrarian economy dependent on crops.  

  Whatever it was, they know Who it is from, “The hand of the Lord was heavy.” They knew what God did in Egypt and 

don’t want to be another Egypt. So, the ark goes from Ashdod to Gath with the same horrific outcome. The only ones 

doing well are funeral directors. But they haven’t given up. They’re holding on to the ark, so God turns up the heat. They 

try to pawn it off on Ekron but the city fathers meet them at the edge of the city to head them off. Now they’re in a 

deadly panic. God has their attention. Pagans become pray-ers. Verse 12: “the cry of the city went up to heaven.” 

They’re under a triple pronged attack: their gods, their bodies and their crops.  

  How sad the Philistine lords don’t declare a day of national prayer, God is giving them a dose of truth. We’re always 

responsible to respond to whatever light we’re given. God stoops to show them who He is in terms they can understand. 

But what will they do with this divine revelation? Will they fall on their knees in repentance like Nineveh in Jonah’s 

time, or will they take Dagon to the idol repair shop and continue living their pagan lives? How easy it is to sigh after the 

crisis, “Glad that’s over,” but no eternal lessons have been learned. We must not waste such opportunities.  

  How does God reach the heart of a polytheist, or an agnostic or atheist? Ordinarily He does it through the engineering 

of events, what theologians call providence. God does that by engineering events. But what kind of events does He 

engineer? Basically, God uses two strategies: what Scripture calls goodness and severity. God can treat men with 

goodness or treat them severely, in judgment. He uses both strategies at different times.  

  God uses goodness most of the time. As the Apostle Paul told one audience, “God in bygone generations allowed all 

nations to walk in their own ways. Nevertheless He did not leave Himself without a witness, in that He did good, gave us 

rain from heaven and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with food and gladness” (Acts 14:16-17). Yet so often human 

beings take God’s goodness for granted and don’t return thanks, worship or repent.   

  Sometimes God acts in severity. That is what was happening among the Philistines. It’s highly unusual. God didn’t 

send plagues on the Philistines or anybody else as a routine thing, but they refused to acknowledge the obvious.  

  Their god, Dagon, was a joke, and they knew it. They had had the curtains of heaven thrown back and ignored it. As 

C.S. Lewis (picture) wrote, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts in our 

pains: It is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” 

 

2. God cannot be bought off. Rather than crying out to God in repentance, they called in the psychics, the pagan priests 

– the Ghostbusters.  After seven months of plagues and rats, they’re ready to send the ark back BUT what if this was just 

bad luck. They’re afraid of God but unsure if they should be. These diviners tell them to use two cows that have recently 

had calves and to put the ark on a new cart. Then, they were to place five gold tumors (I don’t want to even think about 

who posed for that) and five gold rats along side it.  

  As Jane and I were talking about this message, she mentioned it reminded her of O. Henry’s (pictures) story, “The 

Ransom of Red Chief.” If you’ve never read O. Henry, you’ve missed out. The Ransom of Red Chief is the tale of two 

men who kidnap a boy and demand a ransom from his wealthy Dad.  

  But this kid is a Dennis the Menace. He drives his kidnappers nuts with his rottenness and the boy’s father makes them 

pay him to take the kid back.  That’s a bit of what’s going on here. The Philistines captured the ark but now they’re 

paying God to take it back. But they’re hedging their bets. They want to save face. What if all of this was just 

coincidence?   

  What cow who’d just had a calf would abandon her baby? And these cows had never been yoked. They act against 

nature. A normal cow would have turned right around. “Lowing as they went” indicates they wanted to turn around but 

were being driven by another Master. This wasn’t a coincidence or bad luck. It was God! 



  The Philistine’s want to pay God off. Gold tumors and mice were costly. But they greatly underestimated the price of 

sin and the cost of God’s forgiveness, and so do we. We think somehow we can earn God’s favor. It’s why people give 

big checks or serve in Habitat for Humanity or at a soup kitchen. They’re seeking to earn God’s favor.  

  Yet, if God’s favor, if God’s forgiveness could be earned, would He have given His Son on the cross? Remember 

Jesus’ prayer in the Garden, “My Father, if it is possible let this cup pass from Me—yet it must not be what I want, but 

what You want.” It wasn’t. That’s because the cost of our sin and the price of our forgiveness is so high. Only Jesus’ 

blood can pay for our sin.  

 

3. God’s presence should be celebrated, 6:10-18. At Beth Shemesh we have the reversal of Ichabod. The captured ark 

is returned. They probably heard it before they saw it. Did it mean God’s glory had returned? Their reaction suggests that 

they thought so. Their response is joy and sacrifice. They’re harvesting wheat when they look up and see the ark. In 

worship they sacrifice the cows using the wood from the cart for the fire. The Levites, the tribe given charge of the ark, 

place it on a stone.   

  But in verse 19 we read that God struck down some of those of Beth Shemesh. Why? In their celebration, curiosity got 

the best of them. They forgot Who’s ark it was. They looked into the ark. God had commanded in the Law found in the 

book of Numbers that only Levites could even touch the ark. Disobedience of this command would bring death. 

  Emotions can’t justify disobedience. No doubt the men of Beth Shemesh felt justified to look in the ark. They’re so 

excited at having it back! Who wouldn't want to handle it and make sure it was undamaged? It’d been in Philistine 

territory for seven months.  How did they know the Philistines hadn't taken the stone tablets with the Ten 

Commandments? They couldn’t know, but didn’t need to know. Their job was not to help God out in protecting the 

contents of the ark; their job was to obey.  

  When it opened in 2003, the Walt Disney Concert Hall (picture) in downtown L.A. had big problems. You expect a 

$270 million dollar building to shine. It was glorious but it shined too brightly. Drivers were blinded by the glare. 

Residents of condos across the street complained about the reflected heat. The glory was so overpowering when the sun 

hits the steel, it raised the temperature in their condominiums by fifteen degrees. You couldn’t see, it was so blinding. 

Initially, a gray net tarp was hung to slide down over the shimmering steel, but it was ugly and only solved part of the 

problem. You and I are often tempted to turn down God’s holy glare because it makes us uncomfortable in our lives.  

  The Bible says that God is holy, holy, holy. Not that He is merely holy, or even holy, holy. He is holy, holy, holy. The 

Bible never says that God is love, love, love, or mercy, mercy, mercy, or wrath, wrath, wrath. It does say that He is holy, 

holy, holy, the whole earth is full of His glory. The holiness of God is never something to trifle with. The men of Beth 

Shemesh learned a very painful but important lesson through this situation.   

  Our greatest need is to learn how to balance reverence and intimacy in our dealings with God. Too often we forget that 

God is holy. When we gather for worship, do we act like God is holy? Is there an attitude of reverence? Are we paying 

attention or sleeping, maybe playing on our phones? We’re usually more respectful in a movie theater than we are when 

we’re gathered to worship with the people of God. While we’re not to view God as the Wholly Other who can’t be 

touched with the feeling of our infirmities, yet we’re not to speak of Him as “the man upstairs” or treat Him like a genie 

in a box who can be released to meet our every whim. 

  After losing seventy men, what do the people of Beth-shemesh do? They send the ark down the road to Kirjath-jearim. 

Instead of repenting and mourning for their sin, they’re upset that God dealt with them for violating His law. So what’s 

the difference between them and the Philistines? They don’t want to confront the holiness of God any more than the 

Philistines.  

  What about us? Do we take seriously God’s command: “You shall be holy, for I am holy” (1 Peter 1:16). We need a 

reverence, a holy fear of God. It’s tempting to rationalize this is Old Testament, but we need to step over the corpses of 

Ananias and Saphira (Acts 5) to do that. We can’t violate God’s commands without facing His judgements.  

  Oswald Chambers (picture) said, “The remarkable thing about fearing God is that when you fear God you fear nothing 

else, whereas if you do not fear God you fear everything else.” 

 

Conclusion: All of us are guilty of shaping God according to our image. Sometimes God is shaped more by our 

upbringing, traditions, or our personal sensitivities. Sometimes, we take what God has revealed about Himself and twist 

it around. We have a tendency to bring God down to our level, rather than trying to live in light of His holiness and 

greatness. 

  The largest known star in the universe is the VY Canis Majoris (picture). It’s 1,739,839,338 miles in diameter. Our sun 

is only 865,000 miles in diameter. The earth is just 7926 miles in diameter. So VY Canis Majoris is 1.7 billion miles. To 

give you a sense of how big this is, imagine hopping a flight to travel around this star going at 559 mph. If you took that 

trip around our sun, it’d take you 9-10 weeks. Around VY Canis Majoris, it will take 1100 years, and that’s only one of 



several billion stars in our galaxy. There are probably 100 billion galaxies in the universe and every one of them was 

made by the God of 1 Samuel. All of them are in His hand. How big is God? How small are we? Are we living in light of 

the greatness of his holiness? So, what can we learn? What are the take home truths?  

  God is a living God. The Philistines thought of their gods as objects—idols they worshiped to gain an edge on the 

problems of life. Their god could be manipulated. But God is not a thing to be manipulated or controlled. He is still 

today what He was in Bible times: “the Lord is the true God; He is the living God and the everlasting King” (Jeremiah 

10:10).  

  God is the only true God. God is jealous of His exclusive status. “I am the LORD your God…You shall have no other 

gods before Me” (Ex. 20:2-3). God is not placated if we make a little room for Him on the shelf of our lives. He 

demands exclusive sovereignty and will not share us with other idols.  

  The living and true God proved that He is powerful and mighty. The Philistines were crushed under the heavy hand of 

God. God will strike down every rebel power with His infinite might. Babylon mocked and God wrote on the wall before 

judging them. The French Revolution raised its fist against God, and Nazism attempted to create a new order, as 

communism is doing today. It will only result in societal ruin and God’s judgement. God lives. He demands our worship. 

And God is omnipotent to frustrate the plans of rebellious mankind.  

  God reveals Himself as the Saving God. The Philistines should have reflected what God was doing to the enemies of 

His people. Seeing who God is, they should have cast out Dagon and every other false god in order to embrace the one 

true God in faith. The message given to the Philistines is our message. God is not on a shelf. He’s not asleep at the 

switch.  

  Salvation refers to being rescued from the punishment we deserve because of our sinful rebellion against God. 

Biblically, on the human side there are two concepts – repentance and faith. Turning from sin to believe in Jesus, we are 

declared righteous in the sight of God because of Jesus’ death for us. We become sons and daughters of God and are 

given God’s Holy Spirit inside of us to give us spiritual life.  

  God is a saving God. The gospel is about reconciliation. That implies there is a broken relationship between God and 

man. Nobody is born right with God; we all need to be reconciled. It was all provided by Christ, through His death on 

the cross…but we must personally accept it. 

  And now we have the message of reconciliation, imploring others to be reconciled to God. Jesus Christ, the sinless one, 

took on our sin so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God. No one is ever too far gone for God to save, 

not even evil Philistines if they had turned to God.  

  Do you know the saving God? Have you been reconciled to God? We want you to know God. We want you to know 

the eternal difference Jesus Christ makes, both in this life and forever. 

 

 

   

 


