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Introduction:  This evening, we want to pick up again the life of Samuel and look at just one more event 
before we continue in the book of Hebrews.  The first time we considered Samuel, we looked more at the 
circumstances concerning his birth than his life.  The way in which he came into the world, in answer to the 
prayers of a barren woman, very much like the births of those other special servants of God -- Isaac, Jacob, 
Samson, and John the Baptist -- set him apart.  Certainly, his birth was meant to be a picture to us of the 
coming birth of the Lord Jesus Christ, for besides the prophetic prediction which preceded his conception, 
and the fact that he was a Nazarite from the womb -- which meant that he would be fully dedicated to God 
for life --, he was also like Christ in that he was sent by God to His covenant people to deliver them out of 
the hands of their enemies.  Samuel was actually the last judge over Israel, before the Lord appointed them 
a king.   
  To understand how important Samuel was to the people of Israel, we need to understand what things 
were like then.  The book of Judges gives us a history of the Jewish nation just prior to the birth of Samuel.  
It describes what happened to the covenant people in the generations which arose after Joshua brought them 
into the land.  I think the final verse of the book of Judges sums up what the situation was like:  “In those 
days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (21:25).  This is the danger 
of having no leadership, especially no godly leadership.  People do what they think is right, rather than 
submitting themselves to the Word of God.  The problem is that people are often wrong in what they think 
is right.  Solomon warns his sons in Proverbs 14:12, “There is a way which seems right to a man, but its end 
is the way of death.”  So important is it for us to learn that we can easily deceive ourselves into thinking 
that we know what is best when we are wrong, that the Lord caused this proverb to be included twice in the 
book of Proverbs.  We read again these exact words in 16:25, “There is a way which seems right to a man, 
but its end is the way of death.”  There are so many people who have lived and will live their whole lives 
and never learn this truth.  The people of Israel at the time of Samuel didn’t understand it.  The very last 
account we have of the moral condition of the covenant people in Judges is that of the violation of the 
Levite’s concubine, the subsequent war with the tribe of Benjamin and their almost complete extinction, 
and the plan of the elders of Israel to restore that tribe by stealing some of the daughters of Israel to give to 
those men in marriage.  We have already seen how things were in the priesthood as well.  Eli’s sons were 
both immoral men, and along with Eli, were killed in God’s wrath, when He allowed His ark to be taken in 
battle by the Philistines.  And we see that Israel’s sins had brought upon them God’s judgment as well, for 
they were heavily oppressed by the Philistines.  Needless to say, they were in need of godly leadership.  It 
is the account of God’s delivering Israel by His very faithful servant, Samuel, that I want for us to look at 
tonight, as we again consider that  
 
  True faith makes a big difference in the lives of those who have it.   
 
I.  The first thing I want you to see in this passage is the spiritual indifference which was prevailing 

among the house of Israel.  In verses 1-2, we read, “And the men of Kiriath-jearim came and took 
the ark of the Lord and brought it into the house of Abinadab on the hill, and consecrated 
Eleazar his son to keep the ark of the Lord.  And it came about from the day that the ark 
remained at Kiriath-jearim that the time was long, for it was twenty years; and all the house of 
Israel lamented after the Lord.”   
A.  The account in our text takes place after the ark of the covenant was stolen in battle by the 

Philistines.   
1.  Remember that as the Philistines took the ark from city to city, the Lord would strike them with 

plagues, showing His displeasure.  It is a serious thing for unholy hands to place themselves on 
those things which the Lord has consecrated for Himself.  Years later, a man by the name of 
Uzza would die for touching the ark.  Only the priests and Levites had the authority to handle it, 
and no one else.  Everyone else was to keep their hands off.  This should remind us of the 
importance of not intruding into those areas of ministry where the Lord has not called us.  As the 
author to the Hebrews said of the priests, “And no one takes the honor to himself, but receives it 
when he is called by God, even as Aaron was” (Heb. 5:4).   
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2.  But when the Philistines could no longer endure the judgments of the Lord, they sent the ark 
back to Israel on a cart pulled by two solitary cows.  They also included a guilt offering with it to 
try and placate God.   

3.  The people of Beth-shemesh were the first to receive the ark.  But because of their irreverence 
and their disobedience in looking into the ark, the Lord struck down over 50,000 men in that 
city.  Again, they intruded into things in which they had no business, and the Lord was angry 
with them.   

4.  They in turn decided to hand it over to the people of Kiriath-jearim, and so they came and put it 
into the house of Abinadab, where it remained for forty years.  It was already there for twenty 
years at the time of our text this evening.   

 
B.  But notice from this the spiritual indifference of the people.   

1.  The ark, which was the center of their worship since it represented the presence of God, was 
gone from the tabernacle.  While it was gone, they couldn’t have their day of atonement, for they 
needed the mercy seat of the ark upon which to place the blood of their sacrifices.  They still had 
their altar, but they had no ark, which is the same as to say they worshiped, but without the token 
of God’s presence among them.  It was the emptiness of a formal religion without the reality.   

2.  The same is true in so many churches today.  There are those who worship God according to the 
forms of religion, but without the reality.  Religion for many has degenerated into a dead 
formalism.  One of the movements which sought to correct this was the Jesus movement of the 
60’s.  They wanted to move back into the relational aspects of worship, but they did so without 
the God authorized forms.  In trying to correct what they saw was a real need in the church, they 
went too far the other direction and turned Christianity into a religion based on feelings, rather 
than on truth.  The point is that we need both:  we need the right forms, but we also need a right 
heart.  God’s presence must be among us, or our worship is worthless.  This is the only religion 
that He will bless.  This is the only religion which the true saint will seek after.   

3.  The Israelites were content to worship without God, so the Lord left them in that state for some 
time.  As I said, the ark was there for forty years before David finally transported it back to 
Jerusalem.  But we also see here that even during times like these, the Lord still had His 
remnant.  There were still those who had room for God in their hearts.  Certainly, there was 
Samuel and other faithful saints in Israel who lamented these circumstances.  But there was also 
the faithful house of Abinadab, whom the Lord blessed all the years the ark dwelt with him.  I 
hope that each of us here this evening are like Abinadab, not in that we have an ark in our house, 
but in that the tokens of God’s presence, of His blessing, are in our homes; that we have a love 
for God, that we are seeking Him, and that we are not content simply to go through the motions 
of Christianity without having any real desire for the One who is the center of our hearts.   

 
II.  But now secondly, I want you to see the reversal of this situation which the Lord brought about in 

revival.  We begin to see an indication of it at the end of verse 2, “And all the house of Israel 
lamented after the Lord.”  The Lord, after those twenty years, began to stir their hearts.   
A.  What stirred their hearts after all these years?   

1.  We’re not really told.  It may have been that Samuel began to preach to them with increasing 
power.  Whenever the Lord is preparing to bring revival, one of the things He does is begin to 
move upon the hearts of some of His prophets, some of His ministers, such as He did in the days 
of the Reformation.  In those days there were some inklings of revival in John Wycliffe, and 
then in John Huss.  This was only preparatory.  But then we see the Lord moving upon the heart 
of His servant Martin Luther to stand up against the evil and indifference of those days.  
Everyone was comfortable, until the Lord began to use Luther to shake them up.   

2.  Or it may have been that they were lamenting because the Spirit of the Lord was preparing them 
for revival.  He was working in their hearts to break them and to cause them to grieve, that He 
might move them to repentance.  This is something else which takes place when the Lord is 
about to bring about a great advance in His kingdom.  The Spirit of the Lord goes ahead to 
prepare the way, to prepare the hearts of His people, to make ready the way of the Lord.   

3.  But of course, both are probably true, for the Spirit does not work in a vacuum.  He was probably 
working through the ministry of His prophet Samuel by His Spirit to stir their hearts.  He was the 
means to God’s ends.  First, He awakens some of His people to watch in prayer, then some of 
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His ministers to preach with conviction, and then He moves upon the people to stir them up.  
God was here preparing them for national revival and renewal.   

4.  This, brethren, is what we should be seeking for with all our hearts, especially as the Primary 
Elections are just around the corner.  We need the Spirit to awaken us to pray, to awaken His 
ministers to preach, to awaken this nation to repent.  As I’ve said before, and you realize very 
well, if God does not turn this nation back soon from our spiritual indifference and abominable 
sins, we may shortly be swept away in His judgments.  The Lord does not need the United 
States.  If we will not serve to accomplish His purposes, He can always raise up another nation 
that will.  But let us hope that it is not too late for this people.  Let us pray that the Lord will turn 
us around.  Whether He does or not, it is our duty and obligation to seek for Reformation in this 
country, for that alone will answer that to which Jesus calls us:  “Make disciples of all the 
nations.”  We are not simply to try and lead a few people to the Lord out of every land, we are to 
seek to bring the whole nation under the Lordship of Christ.  He is the King over all creation.  
All the nations are bound to submit to Him.  But how will they if His church, His visible 
kingdom, does not involve itself in the battle with the weapons of our spiritual warfare.  I do not 
mean that all of us need to become involved in politics, or march on Washington, although the 
Lord will certainly call some of us to do just that.  But we must all fast and pray that we may yet 
see the glory of God in the land of the living.  May the Lord awaken us through this passage this 
evening to seek for revival.   

 
B.  The point is that the Lord was moving them towards revival.   

1.  Look at what Samuel preached to them.  It was certainly no “feel good” sermon.  He said, “If you 
return to the Lord with all your heart, remove the foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among 
you and direct your hearts to the Lord and serve Him alone; and He will deliver you from the 
hand of the Philistines” (v. 3).   
a.  He called them to return to the Lord with all their heart, to have an undivided heart towards 

the Lord.  That is, they were to have their affections, their love, centered on Him.  Jesus said 
the greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your 
mind, with all your soul, and with all your strength.  It applied to them then as it does to us 
now, if we too would see revival.   

b.  He told them to put away their foreign gods, especially the Ashtaroth.  Jesus said, “No one 
can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will hold to 
one and despise the other.  You cannot serve God and mammon” (Matthew 6:24).  If we 
would see revival, we too need to put away the things which steal our affections from God.   

c.  And he called them to direct their hearts to the Lord and serve Him alone, if they would, then 
God would deliver them out of the hand of the Philistines.  A divided heart is never 
acceptable to God.  He must have our whole heart and our whole worship.  If we give it to 
Him, He will also deliver us.   

 
2.  And notice how the people responded, “So the sons of Israel removed the Baals and the 

Ashtaroth and served the Lord alone” (v. 4).   
a.  They responded righteously.  They didn’t make excuses as to why they could keep their other 

loves and still serve the Lord.  They didn’t get angry at Samuel for preaching hard things to 
them, the ways of holiness, as so many do today.  They had been doing this for years, 
hardening their hearts against the Lord.  This is why He brought them into the predicament 
they were in.  This is why they were now threatened by God’s judgment through the 
Philistines.  This is why our nation is in the state it is in, because of our sin and indifference.  
But now they were turning.  God was turning them.  He is the only One who can.  We must 
pray that He would turn us.   

b.  They also gathered together at Mizpah for prayer, public repentance and fasting.  We read in 
verses 5-6, “Then Samuel said, ‘Gather all Israel to Mizpah, and I will pray to the LORD for 
you.’  And they gathered to Mizpah, and drew water and poured it out before the LORD, and 
fasted on that day, and said there, ‘We have sinned against the LORD.’  And Samuel judged 
the sons of Israel at Mizpah.”   
(i)  Samuel gathered all Israel together for prayer.  And they came.  Another indicator of a 

work of God is a spirit of prayer.  When God’s people, especially their leaders, will not 



4 

 

pray, especially together with the people of the Lord, then it is a sign that the Lord is not 
working very powerfully in their hearts.  This is a very lamentable situation.  When this 
happens then those who are awake need to pray that the Lord might awaken them.  God 
had done it here in Israel, as He was preparing to deliver them from the hands of their 
enemies.   

(ii)  They also drew water and poured it out on the ground, which was probably a symbol of 
their helplessness and humility before the Lord.  The woman of Tekoa, whom Joab hired 
to speak to David concerning Absalom, said, “For we shall surely die and are like water 
spilled on the ground which cannot be gathered up again” (2 Sam. 14:14).  This will soon 
be the state of our nation, if we do not humble ourselves and pray.  We must humble 
ourselves, if we would see God’s power poured out on our nation.  God said to Solomon 
at the dedication of the Temple, “If I shut up the heavens so that there is no rain, or if I 
command the locust to devour the land, or if I send pestilence among My people, and My 
people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray, and seek My face and 
turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin, and will 
heal their land” (2 Chr. 7:13-14).  When we see this begin to happen among the people of 
God, when we really begin to take our sin and God’s holiness seriously enough that we 
feel a deep sense of humiliation over our transgressions, then we really know that the 
Lord is working among us, and is bringing about revival.   

(iii)  But they also fasted before the Lord, for the purpose of a deeper humiliation and a more 
earnest seeking after God.  We have fasted before, but we must not be content with this.  
We need to fast frequently, especially when we see the enemies of God overrunning 
God’s house and God’s people, as we see now.   

(iv)  And lastly, they confessed their sins.  As long as we content ourselves with our own 
righteousness, and do not confess that we are poor and naked and blind, God will keep 
His distance from us.  But if we humble ourselves and confess our sins, He will return to 
us and heal our land.  David writes, “For though the LORD is exalted, yet He regards the 
lowly; but the haughty He knows from afar” (Psalm 138:6).   

(v)  True revival was taking place among the people of Israel.  Let us pray that the Lord will 
be pleased to send revival among us as well.   

 
3.  But it was true then as it is now:  whenever the Lord moves to bring about revival, His enemies 

also arise to try to stop it before it gets underway.  In verse 7, we read, “Now when the 
Philistines heard that the sons of Israel had gathered to Mizpah, the lords of the Philistines went 
up against Israel. And when the sons of Israel heard it, they were afraid of the Philistines.”   
a.  This is the danger of revival.  Whenever the Lord causes His church to shine with a greater 

brilliance than before, the enemies of God stand up and take notice.  The Philistines knew 
that this national renewal of the covenant with God would mean that the Israelites would 
now seek to stand up and throw off their yoke.  So they gathered together to go up against 
Israel to stop them.  And Israel was afraid.  The same thing will happen with us.  If the Lord 
revives us, if He wakes us up to our indifference, not only to our own sin, but also to the sins 
of those around us, and we begin to stand up to do something about it, the devil’s messengers 
will throw their fiery darts to try to get us to fall asleep again into indifference.  When we are 
awake, we are a threat, but when we are asleep, we are no threat.   

b.  But, of course, the Lord, who holds the devil on a chain, only allows him to show his ugly 
teeth in order that He might use him to bring glory to His name.  The Israelites came to 
Samuel and asked him to pray to the Lord  for deliverance.  And so Samuel did.  He offered a 
lamb for a burnt offering, which was an offering purely for the pleasure of God, and cried out 
to the Lord, and He answered him.  The Lord sent thunder against them and routed them 
before Israel, so that Israel went out and struck them down.  They also at that time took back 
the cities that the Philistines had taken from them.  And there was peace again in the land.   

c.  At the time of the Reformation, the devil reared his ugly head in the Roman church and tried 
to frighten Luther into conforming to it.  And even though he was afraid that he might be 
wrong, since he seemed to be the only one who saw the problems, he stood his ground.  He 
called upon the Lord, and the Lord brought about a great deliverance.  When God arises, His 
enemies are scattered, and His cause advances.  So we should not be afraid when the forces 
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of darkness come against us.  They certainly will if we are truly seeking the Lord and doing 
His work.  Instead we should call upon Him, and trust Him, and continue to be faithful, while 
we wait to see the gracious deliverance He will bring, for our good and for the glory of His 
name.   

d.  The last thing we see is that they set up a stone for a memorial, so that they might remember 
what the Lord had done.  They called it Ebenezer, which means the stone of help, for they 
said, “Thus far the Lord has helped us.”  The battle wasn’t over yet.  There was still a lot of 
reform needed and many of God’s enemies still in the land.  But the Lord had helped them 
thus far.  And this was an encouragement to them that He would help them the rest of the 
way as well.   

e.  We too should mark in our minds those special works of the Lord on our behalf as 
monuments of encouragement to remind us that the Lord has delivered us and will again.  
We must never look back on them and feel content to sit on our laurels.  Instead we should 
say, Thus far the Lord has helped us, but we still have far to go.  The Lord has a work to do 
in our time, as He did in Israel so many years ago.  Let us be faithful then to pray, to humble 
ourselves and fast, and to labor, until the time of our labor is ended, and the time of our 
heavenly rest begins.  Let us not rest now in our past victories in His name, but with the faith 
which God daily supplies, let us continue to move forward in the battle.  May the Lord grant 
that we might.  Amen.   


