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The Price Tag for Failed Leadership 
Courage to Lead Series 

1 Samuel 4:2-22 

Pastor Bryan Clark 

 

After seminary was a church where I learned a lot about leadership. Some of the lessons were good, 

some of the lessons not so good. I was hired on as an associate, and my first year of ministry was 

watching what happens when spiritual leaders fail to lead—and I watched a church slowly come 

unraveled. At the end of the first year, the church split in three different directions and we had a 

mess.  

 

There's a lot of things that I learned out of that, but one of the things that impressed me deeply was 

the effect of the failure of spiritual leaders to lead on people's lives, the devastation to marriages, to 

families, to our witness in the community, and maybe most sadly of all, those that became so hurt 

and disillusioned that they walked away and never came back again. This idea that God has called 

us to be stewards of the gospel, that we are called to influence others for Christ, to lead them down 

the path of Christ is a sacred trust between you and God, and it must be taken very seriously 

because influence works both ways. You can have tremendous influence on the lives of others for 

good, but on the basis of your sin and failure, you not only can devastate your own life, but you can 

devastate the lives of the people around you, oftentimes the people you love the most.  

 

But this is not a new problem. This goes back thousands of years. We've talked about the failure of 

Eli and his sons to lead well. The consequence of their failed leadership led to thirty-four thousand 

people dying in one day. That's what we want to talk about today. If you have your Bible, turn with 

us to 1 Samuel, Chapter 4. If you're visiting with us, we're just working our way through the Old 

Testament book of 1 Samuel. Chapter 3 ends with this very positive feeling that everything is about 

to change, that God is up to something big, so as a reader we're very surprised at what happens in 

chapter 4. It's big, but it is a big tragedy. I would say the first line of verse 1 actually is the closure 

to chapter 3.  

 

Thus the word of Samuel came to all Israel.   (*NASB, 1 Samuel 4:1a) 

 

That's probably better where the chapter break is. The word now indicates the next scene.  

 

Now Israel went out to meet the Philistines in battle and camped beside Ebenezer 

while the Philistines camped in Aphek. The Philistines drew up in battle array to 

meet Israel. When the battle spread, Israel was defeated before the Philistines who 

killed about four thousand men on the battlefield.   (Vs. 1b-2) 
 

So suddenly we're introduced to this battle between Israel and the Philistines. The English version 

makes it very difficult to tell who the aggressor was. It's also very difficult in the Hebrew. There is 

what's called the Septuagint, which is a Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament. In the 

Septuagint it is very obvious that the Philistines were the aggressors. Most scholars think that's an 

accurate reflection of the battle. Either way, they're in a fight.  

 

The Philistines are kind of a chronic problem for Israel throughout the second half of the book of 

Judges and throughout the Samuel story. They come up about one hundred fifty times in 1 and 2 
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Samuel. The Philistines landed on the costal plain along the Mediterranean about 1200 years BC. 

Most people think they either came from Crete or somewhere across the Aegean Sea, ended up on 

the coastal plain and settled mostly the southern half of that, so our story takes place around 1100 

BC. So they've been settled down there on the plain for about a hundred years, and if you go back 

and read Judges, there've been a number of skirmishes and battles with them before.  

 

From Shiloh, which would have been the religious capital, it would not have been that difficult to 

see the Philistines muster for battle. It's about twenty miles away and they were coming in order to 

attack, and so they meet. So I'm going to throw a map up on the screen just to give you a little 

perspective where we're at. So maybe if you can find Shiloh, kind of to the top right, you go south 

of that, you see Jerusalem. (But again, a reminder that in this time Jerusalem was not what we think 

of as Jerusalem. It was not the religious capital. That would happen under David. Right now, Shiloh 

is the religious capital. It's where the tabernacle is. It's where the ark of the covenant is. It's where 

Eli and his sons are.) Go to the left, or the west, about twenty miles, and you see Aphek and 

Ebenezer—about two miles between those two. So you can imagine that the Philistines gather 

together and are heading up the road that will head to Shiloh. Israel musters their troops, heads 

down out of the hills, down into the coastal plain, and that's where they meet for battle, so that's 

where the story takes place there. So they meet for battle. The Philistines win. Four thousand Israeli 

soldiers die. Verse 3:  

 

When the people came into the camp, the elders of Israel said, “Why has the LORD 

defeated us today before the Philistines? Let us take to ourselves from Shiloh the ark  

of the covenant of the LORD, that it may come among us and deliver us from the power  

of our enemies." So the people sent to Shiloh, and from there they carried the ark of  

the covenant of the LORD of hosts who sits above the cherubim; and the two sons of Eli, 

Hophni and Phinehas, were there with the ark of the covenant of God.   (Vs. 3-4) 
 

So Israel experiences this great defeat. They gather back together in the camp, and the question is an 

interesting question. "Why has the LORD defeated us today before the Philistines?" Clearly the 

blame is on God. "Why did God do this to us?" One of the things that I've learned in life is if you 

want to get the right answers, it's very important to ask the right questions. You can answer the 

wrong questions all day long and not gain the wisdom you need. This was not the right question. 

The question should have been something like, "What have we done? How have we sinned? How 

have we offended God? What would it mean to confess and repent?" The people were living lives of 

idolatry and pagan worship, yet somehow in their minds this is God's fault what happened here.  

 

Over the years one of the things that has been most frustrating and disappointing to me as a pastor is 

again and again and again I will have conversations with people who have practically functioned as 

their own gods, made a whole series of bad, sinful, selfish choices until they reach a point where 

their life is a disaster—life, marriage, kids, business, whatever. So then they come in and they talk 

to me, and somewhere in the conversation, what they say is, "Pastor Clark, I don't understand it. 

Why would God do this to me?" as if somehow this is all God's fault. "I thought God was supposed 

to be good. I thought God was supposed to be faithful. I thought grace meant that I could live as I 

please, sin as I wish, and there would be no consequences, and now here God lets me down." It's the 

wrong question. The right question is, "What have I done? What is my sin, and what will be 

necessary to confess and repent before a holy God?" But they ask the wrong question which then 

leads to the wrong answer. Answer: "Let's go get the ark and bring the ark back."  
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It's interesting they refer to the ark and the fact that the God, the LORD of hosts sits above the ark. 

We were introduced to that name LORD of hosts in chapter 1. It's a very significant name that 

actually starts in Samuel. It's the LORD of the armies of heaven. It is true that their God had 

unlimited resources to bring to bear on the battle, but that's not how they're thinking. They’ve 

drifted so far from God, to them the ark of the covenant is like a good luck charm. It's like some sort 

of a rabbit's foot. They're not thinking about God. They're thinking about the ark, and that's 

basically what they say. "We'll bring the ark, and it has some magic to it, and it will give us the 

victory." They ask the wrong question—leads to the wrong conclusion—and that's their solution.  

 

It's the very essence of religion where it now ceases to be about a personal, meaningful relationship 

with God. It's about some sort of magic. It's about jumping through some sort of religious hoops. It's 

about a cross. It's about beads. It's about a building. It's about a necklace. It's about something that 

hangs from my rearview mirror or a bumper sticker. All of a sudden we start thinking there are all 

these religious things that bring me luck, and somewhere in the process of all of that, we lose sight 

that that isn't what this is about at all. It's about a personal relationship with the living God. The ark 

to them has become nothing more than just some religious piece of furniture that apparently has 

some magical power.  

 

A couple of weeks ago the media made a big story about someone who happened to get a hold of a 

drinking glass that the Pope drank from when he was here in America, and the whole deal was now 

that he had this drinking glass that the Pope had drunk from, he had this magic relic that would win 

God's favor. I'm telling you the magic glass has no more power than the glass you used this morning 

as you brushed your teeth. The power is in a relationship with the living God, not a bunch of 

religious stuff.  

 

One of the ways the writer of the text is making this point is he tells us that Hophni and Phinehas 

were escorting the ark. Now we can figure out where this is going. They were introduced to us as 

sons of Belial. They are pagan to the core. They are idol worshipers. They've abused people that 

have come to the temple to worship. They have despised God. They've had sexual relationships with 

the women that came to serve in the temple. These are bad guys, and yet they are escorting the ark 

because the people have no sense of their sin. It's just about some sort of a religious box that has 

magical power.  

 

As the ark of the covenant of the LORD came into the camp, all Israel shouted with a 

great shout, so that the earth resounded. When the Philistines heard the noise of the 

shout, they said, “What does the noise of this great shout in the camp of the Hebrews 

mean?” Then they understood that the ark of the LORD had come into the camp. The 

Philistines were afraid, for they said, “God has come into the camp.” And they said, 

“Woe to us! For nothing like this has happened before. Woe to us! Who shall deliver 

us from the hand of these mighty gods? These are the gods who smote the Egyptians 

with all kinds of plagues in the wilderness. Take courage and be men, O Philistines, or 

you will become slaves to the Hebrews, as they have been slaves to you; therefore, be 

men and fight.”   (Vs. 5-9) 
 

So the ark travels about twenty miles, ends up in the camp, and the Hebrews shout. This is their 

deliverer! The Philistines are close enough; they hear the shout. They wonder what's up. You know, 

what's the good news? And they figure out the ark has come into the camp of Israel. Interestingly, 

the pagan Philistines have better theology than the Israelites. They get this isn't about a box. This is 

about a god, and this is the God of the Hebrews who has a reputation for great victories. As a matter 
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of fact, twice they say, "Woe to us! There's no way to beat this God of the Hebrews. We're in so 

much trouble. Woe to us!" The only conclusion they come to is, "We don't want to be the slaves of 

the Hebrews, so let's ramp it up and give it our best shot and fight like men." Verse 10:  

 

So the Philistines fought and Israel was defeated, and every man fled to his tent; and 

the slaughter was very great, for there fell of Israel thirty thousand foot soldiers. And 

the ark of God was taken; and the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, died.  
                                                                                                                                  (Vs. 10-11) 

 

This is an absolute disaster! The language is graphic—thirty thousand Israeli soldiers slaughtered! 

The magic box didn't work. Of all things, the ark was taken by the Philistines, and Hophni and 

Phinehas died—the fulfillment of the judgment that came from the prophet. It's hard to describe 

how absolutely catastrophic this moment would have been when the ark of the covenant was taken 

by an enemy! This had never happened before. One commentator said other than the fall of 

Jerusalem in 586 BC, this was the most catastrophic moment in the history of the Hebrew people. 

You go back and read the Old Testament. The ark of the covenant represented the presence and the 

glory of God. It was in the Holy of Holies. It was the centerpiece of the tabernacle. It was the 

centerpiece of their worship. It is what defined them, and for an enemy to actually take the ark of 

the covenant was as catastrophic as could possibly happen. Verse 12:   

 

Now a man of Benjamin ran from the battle line and came to Shiloh the same day 

with his clothes torn and dust on his head. When he came, behold, Eli was sitting on 

his seat by the road eagerly watching, because his heart was trembling for the ark of 

God. So the man came to tell it in the city, and all the city cried out. When Eli heard 

the noise of the outcry, he said, “What does the noise of this commotion mean?” Then 

the man came hurriedly and told Eli. Now Eli was ninety-eight years old, and his eyes 

were set so that he could not see. The man said to Eli, “I am the one who came from 

the battle line. Indeed, I escaped from the battle line today.” And he said, “How did 

things go, my son?” Then the one who brought the news replied, “Israel has fled 

before the Philistines and there has also been a great slaughter among the people, and 

your two sons also, Hophni and Phinehas, are dead, and the ark of God has been 

taken.” When he mentioned the ark of God, Eli fell off the seat backward beside the 

gate, and his neck was broken and he died, for he was old and heavy. Thus he judged 

Israel forty years.   (Vs. 12-18) 

 

So a messenger runs the twenty miles, must have run right by Eli who was seated by the road with 

his heart anxious for what was to become of the ark of the covenant. The recklessness of taking this 

out into battle was not lost on Eli, and his heart was breaking for the ark. Interesting! Not for his 

sons, but for the ark. The messenger comes, must have run right past him, and delivers the news. He 

hears the outcry, wonders what's going on. The messenger comes to him, has a four-part message: 

“The people have fled. There's been a great slaughter. Your sons are dead, and the ark has been 

taken.” Five times in this chapter, the words are repeated: The ark of the covenant has been 

taken. It's not when Eli hears that his sons are dead. It's when he hears that the ark has been taken 

that he falls off his stool, breaks his neck and dies. Eli and his two sons die on the same day in 

fulfillment of the message of the prophet.  

 

It's interesting that the text tells us that Eli not only was old; he was heavy. Again, go back and look 

at this battle scene. There is virtually no detail; so again it's unusual that there's a descriptive about 

Eli's personal condition. What difference does it make that he was fat? But this was brought up in 
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chapter 2. The prophet rebuked him, saying, "You're fat because you've been eating the meat that 

was forcefully taken from those who came to worship." Eli was not innocent in this. He had 

consumed meat wrongly taken and so this final scene is that he was complicit in this. He didn't 

rebuke his sons; he participated in their sin, and this is the end of the Eli story—and it's a tragic end!  

 

It is interesting that in these stories in Samuel Eli is sitting. There's kind of this idea that he never 

did stand up for God. Whatever he was at one time, Eli had been sitting for many years, was a 

failure to take his stand and lead. As a matter of fact, it ends with kind of the same statement that 

ends the story of the judges in the book of Judges. And he judged Israel forty years. Forty years of 

drifting farther and farther from God. Forty years of a slow, progressive fade that ended in tragedy. 

It's a horrible ending to the Eli story.  

 

Now his daughter-in-law, Phinehas’s wife, was pregnant and about to give birth; and 

when she heard the news that the ark of God was taken and that her father-in-law 

and her husband had died, she kneeled down and gave birth, for her pains came upon 

her. And about the time of her death the women who stood by her said to her, “Do 

not be afraid, for you have given birth to a son.” But she did not answer or pay 

attention. And she called the boy Ichabod, saying, “The glory has departed from 

Israel,” because the ark of God was taken and because of her father-in-law and her 

husband. She said, “The glory has departed from Israel, for the ark of God was 

taken.”   (Vs. 19-22) 
 

The last glimpse in this chapter is of the wife of Phinehas. We know that he's a bad guy. We know 

that he was having sex with women that came to serve in the tabernacle. Now we get a glimpse of 

his wife who is pregnant with a child. She hears the news of the disaster and she delivers her child, 

but she will die in the process of delivering her son.  

 

It's interesting that the text tells us that the women that were there to help with the delivery see that 

it's a son. We had this all the way back in the Hannah story. There was no greater moment for a 

Hebrew woman than to deliver a son, and yet she does not respond at all. That's a very important 

detail. Why? Because there was no hope. There was no future. There was no nation because the ark 

of the covenant had been taken, so she names her son Ichabod. The name means "the glory of God 

is gone." The very last statement: "The glory has departed."  

 

Again, the point at the end of this story is to say this is just as bad as it gets. The ark is gone. The 

ark represented God and His presence and His glory. It's who they were as a nation. It's what 

defined them, so there was no reason to rejoice in the delivery of a son. There was no hope. There 

was no future. The glory of God was gone. The nation was finished.  

 

It's very interesting, at the end of chapter 3 that's not what we saw coming. We thought it was time 

for Samuel to step up and be the big hero, and everything was going to change. Chapter 4 is as 

disastrous as it could be, and Samuel is nowhere to be found. Where does the story go from here? 

Find out next week. (laughter)  

 

But for us this morning, there's no question the point of Samuel has not been on the nation. The 

nation is pagan. They're idolatrous. They're full of sin. That's true, but that has not been the focal 

point. The focal point has been on leadership. It has been the story of Eli, the story of Eli's sons and 

their failure to lead, and this story represents the consequences when leaders fail to lead well. 

Thirty-four thousand soldiers were dead. I suppose it would be easy to say, "Well, what could one 
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man and his sons change?" We'll answer that question in a couple of weeks. The answer is: a lot. 

There's no question the story would have been different had Eli and his sons walked with God.  

 

There is this sobering reality that if we're going to accept the fact that God can use us as leaders to 

influence others, there's the reality I can influence for good, and I can influence for bad. I can 

influence people's lives to a closer relationship with Christ, but I can also devastate people's lives 

with my selfish, sinful choices. The calling to influence, the calling to lead is a sacred trust between 

you and God, and the stakes are high! It must be taken seriously.  

 

Many years ago I had a call from someone who wanted to meet with me, never met him before. He 

was big; he was strong, and he was really angry. He sat down in my office. I found out his wife had 

received counsel from one of our pastors, and he didn't like the counsel, and he wanted somebody's 

head on a platter, so he came to find out which pastor said it. I had no doubt that he had ill 

intentions for one of our pastors. He did not want to know the pastor's name in order to give him a 

pastor appreciation card. (laughter)  

 

So I obviously did not reveal the name, but I began to try to pursue what exactly was going on and 

"What's happening? What's made you so upset?" And we got kind of on a different direction and 

talking about his marriage and what was happening. He was losing his wife and so we talked 

through some of it, and I gave him a couple of very practical suggestions that might possibly give 

the slightest bit of hope in his marriage. To his credit he actually went home and tried it, and 

something changed, and he knew something changed, so he called me and came back in. He said, 

"Pastor Clark, thank you!" And that began a series of meetings and conversations of trying to 

understand his marriage and his life and how we might help.  

 

In the course of all of that, he began to tell me that there was a time in his life when he was really a 

serious Christian, and he was really involved in a church with his service and his finances, and he 

was really close to the pastor. And then the pastor was exposed for being involved in all kinds of 

immoral behavior, and he said, "It absolutely devastated me. I was hurt; I was confused; I was 

broken. I had trusted this man. I had believed in this man, and in my hurt and confusion, I just 

walked away." He went on to tell me that had happened two more times, and over the course of 

time as we got to know one another better and better, he reached a point where he would say to me, 

"Pastor Clark, I want you to know I love you, and I trust you." And then he would always follow it 

with this statement. "You won't do that to me, will you?" And every time I walked away, there was 

this sobering reminder that this is a sacred trust. This has to be taken seriously. If I decide on any 

particular day to get really stupid, I not only devastate my own life, I devastate my marriage; I 

devastate my children; I devastate people that believed in me and trusted me—and there is a 

consequence to that.  

 

But then again, the reality is nobody just gets up one day and does something stupid. It doesn't work 

that way. It's a process. If I get up tomorrow and do something stupid, it's because something started 

long before. Little compromises, little sins, little excuses, hiding this, hiding that along the way that 

finally brought me to the point of a devastating sinful decision that would have serious 

consequences. Nobody gets up one morning and says, "I think I'll ruin my life today," but people do 

it all the time, and it's a slow fade that brings someone to that moment where they finally look at the 

destruction and ask themselves the question, "How did I get here? How did this happen?"  

 

The truth is some of you this morning are in the slow fade, and you are headed for destruction. If 

something doesn't change, you are not only going to devastate your own life, you're going to 
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devastate the lives of the people around you, probably the people you love the most. Little sins, 

attitudes, thoughts, things you're just excusing and hiding. It's no big deal, but it's a slow fade 

heading you down a path of destruction. So I'm going to invite you this morning to stop the fade, to 

stop it, to look into your heart, to confess your sin, to repent of your sin and get back on the path of 

righteousness. I'm asking you to stop the fade before it's too late.  

 

So hear me this morning. Some of you will choose not to listen to the voice of the Spirit convicting 

you of your sin this morning, and you're going to continue to fade, and one day you're going to 

wake up and your life is in shambles, and you will wonder, "How did this happen?" And I'll tell you 

this. You will remember this moment this morning, and with all your heart, you will wish again and 

again and again you had listened to the voice of the Spirit to stop the fade before it's too late. I'm 

going to offer us a prayer. After we sing this song, we're just going to give you a little bit of time 

just between you and God, just to be quiet before God, to look into your heart, to deal with your sin, 

confess your sin, repent, commit yourself back to the path of righteousness and stop the fade today.  

 

 

 

 

Our Father, we celebrate that You're a God of goodness and grace and forgiveness. Lord, 

we also understand we don't willfully sin without consequences. Lord, there is a price to be 

paid for our foolish sin. Lord, we're reminded this morning it's not just the effect on our 

own lives but the devastation it causes to the people around us. Lord, I know this morning 

there are those in this slow fade headed toward trouble, that if they hear Your voice this 

morning they can stop, confess and repent and get back on the track of life. God, speak to 

our hearts. Convict us of our sin this morning. In Jesus' name. Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 

Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 

The Lockman Foundation.  Used by permission. 
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Copyright 2015 – Bryan Clark.  All rights reserved.  
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Opening Discussion 

1. Have you personally experienced the consequences of a spiritual leader’s failure and/or 

sin?  What effect did it have on you? 

 

2. Who are you leading in your context today and what effect would it have on them if you 

persisted in unrepentant sin? 

 

 

3. Does a major moral collapse in life happen overnight or is it typically more of a slow 

fade?  Does “sin” just happen (as people tend to say) or were there warning signs along 

the way? 

       

Bible Study 

1. Read 1 Samuel 4:1b-5.  The Israelite army experiences a great defeat.  What question do 

they ask as a result?  What is the implication of that question?   What might have been 

some better questions to ask? 

 

 

2. In what ways might we try to manipulate God to gain his favor as the elders were doing 

in this text?   What gains God’s favor and what does not? 

 

 

 

3. Read 1 Samuel 4:5-11.  Compare the response of the Philistines to Rehab’s comments in 

Joshua 2:8-11.  Why does the writer of 1 Samuel include the Philistines comments 

regarding the Ark and Israel’s god(s)?   What was the outcome of the battle in Joshua 2 

and how does that compare to the outcome in I Samuel 4?  What was different? 
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4. Read Samuel 4:12-22.  What was Eli’s greatest concern in this text?  Why?  Why are we 

told that Eli was “heavy?”  (See 2:29) 

 

5. The text ends with Phinehas’s wife naming her child Ichabod with her dying breath.  

Verse 22 is really a summary of the chapter.  What has happened in Israel and why? 

 

 

6. So far in 1 Samuel the focus has been on the leaders in Israel much more than the 

behaviors of the people.  So put together the emphasis on leadership in 1 Samuel with 

the statement in verse 22 and what is the intended conclusion?  What are the 

implications to us as spiritual leaders? 

 

 

Application 

1. What are the contexts of influence (leadership) that God has given you at this stage in 

your life?  What would be the effect on those people if you failed to lead as Eli failed to 

lead?   

 

 

2. If most sin is more of a slow fade than a random choice, what can you do to make sure 

you don’t give into sin and deeply wound those who are counting on you? 

 

 

3. Use Psalm 139:23-24 as your prayer asking God to search your heart and reveal any 

sinful way in you.  To be a serious spiritual leader one must be serious about sin.   
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