Liturgy:
Reading : 1 Sam 7

Text       : 1 Sam 7, 1-13

Ps.    66 : 1,4

Ps.    78 : 3
Ps.    71 : 3 (after baptism)

Ps.    20 : 4

Ps.    66 : 2,7,8 (collection song)

Ps.    68 : 1,2

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Last week Sunday, dealing with 1 Sam 4, we heard how in the battle at Aphek the Philistines slaughtered the Israelites. Thirty thousand foot soldiers were killed in action: a total defeat. Even worse, the Philistines also captured the ark. The Israelites had taken the ark into the battle, thinking with the ark in our midst we have the LORD in our midst and so we can be assured of the victory. Yet it turned out totally different. Why was this? The answer is, because the Israelites put their trust in the outward sign, instead of in total submission to His Word putting their trust in God. That’s why they were defeated.

In 1 Sam 7, it’s 20 years after this event. However, spiritually not much had changed. After a short period of exile in the land of the Philistines, the Ark had been returned to the Israelites. Yet after it had played havoc also among God’s own children in Beth Shemesh, so to speak it had been safely stored away in Kiriath Jearim in the care of Eleazar, the son of Abinadab, almost – as I read it somewhere – as an unwanted box in an attic. 

During these 20 years, the yoke of the Philistines continued to weigh heavy upon the Israelites. It almost seemed as if the LORD had abandoned His people. But then again – as we heard it last week – redemption could only be expected by way of reformation. Reformation was needed, before the LORD could return to His people. Well, beloved, 1 Sam 7 points to this reformation. It’s a turning point in Israel’s history. The name of the stone erected on this occasion bears testimony to this turning point. I realize it was not the final turning point. In 1 Sam 8, we read how the Israelites longed for a king, like the nations around them had their king. In this request we see how once again sin played up. Yet this should not cause us to say that the repentance, about which we read in Ch. 7, was not sincere. Rather it shows the ongoing need for reformation. As long as we are fighting the LORD’s battles, we can never say we have arrived, not even in light of Christ’s victory either. Satan remains active. Considering this, the more need there is to remember the story of Ebenezer.
Ebenezer – “Thus far, the LORD has helped us.” This name is a confession about God’s bounteous grace at a particular point in redemptive history, in which is a lesson also for the NT church. This morning in the preaching, we will focus on this lesson. I have summarized the theme for this morning’s sermon as follows,
EBENEZER – A MEMORIAL STONE IN HISTORY
POINTING TO GOD’S BOUNTEOUS GRACE
IN RESPONSE TO TRUE REPENTANCE

In the context of 1 Samuel 7, we will look at

1) The call for repentance

2) The way in which this repentance was shown

3) God’s blessing upon this repentance

I
In 1 Sam. 6, Br. & Sr., we can read how the LORD in His grace brought the ark back on Israel’s soil. It’s exile lasted no more than 7 months. This morning, we leave the details of all these events, noting only that all this was caused by the LORD’s hand. It was God’s active permission, by which the Philistines could capture the ark and therefore it was also God alone who brought the ark back and this even though spiritually nothing had changed among God’s people. Both the concluding parts of Ch. 6 as well as the beginning of Ch. 7 make this very clear. 
As I mentioned it already before, finally, the ark was taken to Kiriath Jearim for safekeeping. Eleazar, the son of Abinadab was given the task of caring for it. One may wonder why the ark was not taken back to the tabernacle at Shiloh. Most probably in the battle recorded in 1 Sam 4 Shiloh had been defeated and destroyed. The prophet Jeremiah refers to this when he says that if  in his days the Israelites would not repent, the same would happen to Jerusalem.
 Apparently, the tabernacle itself and its furniture were saved, because we read later on that the tabernacle was set up in Nob during Saul’s reign
 and in Gibeon during the reigns of David and Solomon.
 As regards, Shiloh, it is never again mentioned in the historical books of the OT. Samuel’s new home became Ramah, which serves as further evidence of Shiloh’s destruction.
Looking at all this, beloved, at the beginning of Ch. 7,it seems as if spiritually the situation among God’s people is still the same as in Ch. 4, despite all that had happened in the meantime. Israel languished under the oppression of the Philistines, whilst the ark sat inactive, year after the year, in the house of Abinadab. All this showed how far the people of God had fallen. Yet the light still shines. Samuel, who by now had become a grown-up man proclaimed the word of the LORD, calling the people to repentance. Next, we read that slowly but surely the people seem to come to their senses. In vs. 2b we read, “And all the house of Israel lamented after the LORD.” In light of what we read in vs. 3 about ‘foreign gods’, most likely vs. 2b refers to a period towards the end of those 20 years, when Samuel’s ministry finally starts to bear fruit. More precisely I should say, in this the LORD Himself cleared the way for reformation among Israel. Through the ministry of Samuel, the LORD Himself worked repentance among His people. This was surely reason for joy. Reason for joy, indeed – yet at the same time I like to note, beloved, what we read in vs.2b was only a beginning of true conversion, as Samuel makes it clear to the people, when he says, vs. 3, “…”
“If you return to the LORD with all your hearts” – This does not mean Samuel had his doubts whether the Israelites indeed wanted to serve the LORD. Yet he saw how they still tried to compromise with respect to the radical consequences of this conversion. They indeed started to pray to the LORD again, vs. 2b and no longer to the idols. Yet at the same time, they refused to do away with these idols altogether. In other words, they had not yet returned to the LORD with all their heart.
Compromising – it’s what so often happens in the service of the LORD, at times also among us. For example, on a home visit elders point to the radical consequences of serving the LORD and therefore urge us to break with certain things in our life. We may respond by saying, “I will work on that!” Yet deep down we don’t want to give it up and so we keep holding on to some sinful practices in our life. Yet, beloved, the LORD wants our heart, our whole life without any compromise with respect to sinful pleasures. Vs. 3 makes this quite clear. The Israelites had to break with all foreign gods. Their sanctuaries had to be broken down. Their altars were to be razed to the ground. Everything that reminded them of these foreign gods had to be put away.
Well, beloved, the LORD asks the same of us. To do so, for us this might even be more difficult than for the Israelites in Samuel’s day, since idols today are much more subtle than gods of woods and stone, but at the same time they are just as dangerous. 
The question could be asked, when is something to be considered an idol? The answer, beloved, is very simple. It’s all what robs God of the first place in our life. This can be money, success, material good or pride. Wherever this is the case in our life, we too are due for a big cleanup. Samuel says –and that’s what the LORD says also to us today – “Direct your heart to the LORD!” Your heart – that’s the centre of our life, from which all things stem. After all, beloved, whenever our heart is directed to something, it starts determining our whole life. That’s why the LORD says, I want your heart. Yes, only when we give our heart to the LORD, only then we can also expect the LORD’s blessing – as Samuel mentions it at the end of vs. 3, “and He will deliver you from the hands of the Philistines.” Thus, the LORD says, trust in Me, then there is no need to worry about the future. Don’t think that the idols can offer any help, not the idols of this present age either. By way of example, what help does money give? When I die, I cannot take anything along. Moreover, where it concerns God’s judgment it doesn’t give any help either. Think of the rich man and the poor Lazarus. Scripture is clear where to put our hope, where to put our trust: in the LORD! Let us then also do this, beloved, not just halfhearted, not willing to give up certain things for the LORD. Instead, we should do so 100%, without any ifs or buts. Simply, trust and obey!

II
From the first point of the sermon, we learned that Samuel proclaims God’s Word very sharply. He did not leave room for any compromise. Next, we read that the people indeed did listen, vs. 4, “…”  Thus, the living preaching of God’s Word bore true fruit. Of course, this was not Samuel’s doing, but God’s doing. The LORD Himself through His Spirit convinced the people of their sins. Thus, a real reformation took place. The people repented, not just in words but also in deeds.
However – and this may even strike us – even now true reformation had taken place, Samuel does not straightaway blow the trumpet to call the people for battle against the Philistines. First, he does something else, something completely different. He convenes a national assembly, in order that first the people may humble themselves for the LORD. Thus, the Israelites gather together at Mizpah. 
This place had some history attached to it, since also earlier during the time of the judges the Israelites had gathered themselves at this place to humble themselves before the LORD.
 In addition, it was located at a high vantage point, from where one could look as far as the Jordan eastwards and as far as the sea westwards. From here, the Israelites could also see the territory of the Philistines, who had oppressed them, now already for more than 20 years. Mizpah – it indeed was a place where the Israelites at all sides were confronted with their own history. Well, it’s here that God’s people came together for a day of prayer and humiliation before the LORD.
In vs. 6 we read, “…”  The pouring out of water signified sorrow.  I think here of what we read in Psalm 22, 14, “…”  I also think of Lam. 2, 19a, “…” Together with the fasting also mentioned here, it was an outward expression of their inward desire to seek the LORD earnestly. All this gets voice in their sincere confession, “We have sinned against the LORD.”  LORD, we mourn in our heart that we have violated Thy covenant. Again, this is written down for our instruction. It teaches us, beloved, that whenever we have sinned against the LORD and want to come back to Him, the first thing we ought to do is to bow our knees and confess our sins with a broken and contrite heart.

I like to note that this clear Scriptural teaching opposes the revival attitude as we often find it in evangelical circles. There they teach, when it comes to renewal of life, to forget the past and to tell yourself to feel great because God loves you! God loves you – therefore, stop feeling defeated; stop mourning over mistakes, begin to do great things for God. Don’t put too much emphasis on the sinfulness of sin, instead focus on God’s love and what, being renewed now, you can do for God. Stop mourning, become active. At bottom, all this is more man-centered than God centered. Moreover – as I read it somewhere – nowhere does Scripture encourage sinners to believe that they can pull themselves up by their own bootstraps and commend themselves to God by their own unaided efforts.
 Instead, beloved, the start of a new life is that first, we humble ourselves before God and with a broken and contrite heart confess our sins, without minimizing them or try to smooth-talk them. The same author I just quoted writes, new life in Christ does not begin with a sense of our self-worth and an enlarged vision of our self-generated capacity for good deeds acceptable to God. Instead, it begins with expressing our own helplessness. As it says in our confessions, we must seek our life outside of ourselves to find it in Jesus Christ alone. We should never boast of our exiting innate potential, but rather of our own weakness. As the author writes it, the heart of the matter is not what we will do to help ourselves – far less what we will do for God – but rather what God sovereignly, freely, and graciously needs to do for us that we might be saved from the consequences of our own sick folly.
In evangelical circles, the emphasis is often on joy. Yet true joy, beloved, will only come into existence, when first we confess our sins. Well, from a scriptural point of view, it is impossible to confess sin with a happy and exalted spirit, as if offending God were not grievous failure worthy of eternal condemnation. That’s why the apostle Peter writes, “Therefore, humble yourselves under God’s mighty hand, that He may exalt you in due time.”
 
I hope, beloved, that all this makes clear why, before the Israelites could carry on with the battle against the Philistines, why first this meeting in Mizpah was necessary. Only when in true repentance we bow ourselves before the LORD – yes only then we can expect also God’s bounteous grace, as becomes clear from the concluding part of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, which brings us the third and final point, in which we will focus on God’s blessing upon this repentance. 

III
From the second point of the sermon, we learned that with a broken and contrite heart the Israelites confessed their sins before the LORD. Sincere repentance took place in word and deed. Because of this, they now could once again also cherish hope for the future. Isn’t this what Samuel on behalf of the LORD had said, vs. 3, “…” So to speak, deliverance from the Philistines was now guaranteed. But then we read in the continuation of Ch. 7, that first the LORD puts Israel’s faith to the test, once more.

As soon as the Philistines heard that all Israel had come together in Mizpah, they thought a pre-emptive strike would be advisable, in order to nip in the bud any revolutionary action against their occupation of the land of Canaan. Moreover, what better opportunity is there to strike than with the enemy still being unprepared for battle? That’s why the Philistines marched up for battle against the Israelites at Mizpah, no doubt thinking that victory was sure. When the Israelites hear about it, they tremble with fear. At the same time, they did not waver in faith. Clinging to the promise the LORD had given them, they ask Samuel, vs. 8, “…” 
This clearly shows, beloved, that the repentance, we spoke about in the second point of the sermon, was not just superficial, but genuine instead. Even now, as their faith was put to the test, they kept clinging to the LORD.

Next, we read that even now, Samuel does not straightaway call for the battle. First, be brings a sacrifice. Humanly speaking one might wonder, was there not something better to do in this critical hour. No, there was not, especially when we look at what kind of sacrifice is brought here: a suckling lamb as burnt offering. What was the meaning of this?

A suckling lamb – this means a lamb that was still fed by its mother and thus as such a symbol of weakness. This lamb was sacrificed as a burnt offering. This means it was completely consumed by fire, symbolizing complete dedication to the LORD. Thus with this specific sacrifice, the Israelites declared, “We expect our help from the LORD alone.”  Well, beloved, what better thing was there to do in this critical hour than to put complete trust in the LORD by praying and sacrifice? Trust in God – only then we may feel strong.
Well, the LORD indeed did answer – even when they were still sacrificing, vs. 10, “…” Reading this, it’s good to recall the song of Hannah. 1 Sam 2, 9b + 10, “…” Thus the LORD threw the Philistines in confusion even before the Israelites entered into the battle, in a similar way as the LORD had done it in the battle of Barak against Sisera.
 See there, beloved, how the LORD bestowed His bounteous grace upon those who trusted in Him.
All this shows, redemption comes from the LORD alone. To remember this also for the future, next we read in vs. 12, “…”  This stone served as a monument to remind the Israelites that they also as regards the future should put their trust in the LORD alone. This memorial stone testified that the Israelites had nothing to boast of as regards themselves. They could only boast in the Name of their faithful covenant God, the God also of our redemption.
Ebenezer – sometimes you may see it as a text on the wall, even on houses or a ship. This morning the preaching has pointed us to the rich meaning of this name. Ebenezer – thus far the LORD has helped us. Then we too may look back on the past, on what the LORD has given also us, in church history and in personal life. All glory indeed goes to God alone, who above all has redeemed us in Jesus Christ and who daily also preserve us in that redemption as long as we cling to Him. Thus the name Ebenezer will also direct our eye to the future. Thus far the LORD has helped us. Yet He will also continue to help us: the LORD, our faithful covenant God, who is the same yesterday, today, and forever. He says it also to us, “Trust Me! Trust and obey! If we do so, beloved, we may look confidently also towards the future, no matter what lays ahead.
I like to point here to the concluding verse of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, vs. 13, “…”  Of course, at the time of our text this complete deliverance from the hand of the Philistines was still to come. Yet this first victory was guarantee of what one day would come, guarantee of complete redemption.

Beloved, in that confidence we too may live. Today we too are still fighting the Lord’s battle. When reading the last book of the Bible, we also know that with advancing time this battle will only become more severe. Yet in faith, we may be confident of the outcome. Think of Ebenezer. The LORD has helped and He will help, as long we indeed put our complete trust in Him alone.       
Amen.
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