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Religion or Relationship 
 

By Chris Losey 
 
 

INTRODUCTION: 
What do people picture in their minds when they hear the word 
religion?  Perhaps they picture people going to church.  Maybe they see 
candles, robed priests, bells or religious rituals.  Maybe they see pious 
folks pretending to be holier than thou.  Possibly they see TV preachers 
ranting and raving or asking for money.  What do you picture when you 
hear the word religion?   
 
It is easy for me to see people in other religions worshipping idols.  I see 
a list of do's and don'ts.  Religion actually conjures up some rather 
negative images for me.  I can actually say that I dislike the word 
religion.  I much prefer the words relationship with God.  If someone 
were to ask me, "How's your religion?" I might be at a loss as what to 
say.  But if he asked me, "How's your relationship with God?"  I could 
easily respond to that.  When I think of a relationship with God, I 
picture having my quiet time of study and prayer.  I picture talking with 
God throughout the day; asking for forgiveness, strength, help, and 
guidance.  I have very positive images.  The word religion seems 
impersonal but the words relationship with God are totally personal.  
And that is exactly what God wants us to have; a close relationship with 
Him where we draw near Him each morning and stay close to Him 
throughout the day.  Relationship, not religion should be the goal of 
every Christian. 
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In this study I want us to look at a group of people who had this priority 
backwards.  They valued religion rather than a close relationship with 
God, and it cost them dearly.  If we see their mistakes, hopefully we can 
avoid them.  To be forewarned is to be forearmed.  Please turn in your 
Bibles to 1 Samuel chapter 4.   
 
Let me summarize the chapter briefly: 
- Samuel is now Israel's prophet. 
- Israel goes out to meet the Philistines in battle and loses.  4,000 men 
are killed. 
- The leaders of Israel ask themselves why God has fought against them 
- They decide to get the Ark of the Covenant from Shiloh so they can 
defeat the Philistines. 
- They get the ark and the Israeli army shouts for joy. 
- The Philistines are terrified. 
- Israel goes back into battle with the ark. 
- The Philistines slaughter 30,000 Israelites and steal the ark.  
- Eli's sons, Hophni and Phinehas, are killed. 
- When Eli hears that the ark is stolen, He falls backwards, breaks his 
neck and dies. 
 
Let's now see how all of this relates to the error of making religion 
more important than a relationship with God.  There are several 
indicators that the Jews valued religion over relationship. 
 
THEY WENT OUT TO DO BATTLE IN THEIR OWN STRENGTH – vv1-3 
We already know from the end of the book of Judges that everyone 
was doing what was right in their own eyes.  For the most part, the 
people probably believed in God but they certainly were not following 
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Him closely.  They were doing their own thing.  To set the scene, let me 
read verses 1-3 of chapter 4.  Listen carefully. 
 

v1 Thus the word of Samuel came to all Israel.  Now Israel went 
out to meet the Philistines in battle and camped beside Ebenezer 
while the Philistines camped in Aphek.  v2 And 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.  v3 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." 

 
Had the people initially taken the ark with them into battle?  No!  Did 
they believe that the ark could help them?  Yes!  What does this tell us?  
They were going out to do battle in their own strength.  They were only 
going to get God involved if things went sour.  There is no indication 
from the verses that they asked God's blessing on the battle.  There is 
no indication that they consulted with Samuel, God's prophet.  The 
indication is that they felt they could simply go out and beat the 
Philistines.  They went out and they were defeated.  Only after their 
defeat did they decide to get God involved.  Apparently they were 
resting on their laurels.  They were presuming upon God.  They were 
basking in the blessing that others had won through a former 
relationship with God.  We need to understand that past blessing does 
not guarantee future blessing.  God's blessing will probably be in direct 
proportion to the closeness of our relationship with Him now.   
 



 

 

4 

Copyright Chris Losey 2006 

 

Are we ever like the Jews?  Do we go into ventures, battles, business 
transactions, etc.,  without consulting God and asking Him to lead and 
subsequently bless our efforts?  Yes.  Do I as pastor sometimes try to 
decide a sermon topic on my own without consulting God?  
Unfortunately, yes.  Do we ever make decisions on buying cars, homes, 
things without consulting God but hoping that somehow He will bless 
our decision.  Yes we do.  We need to turn this around and talk to Him 
otherwise we are going into battle in our own strength and will likely 
suffer defeat. 
 
Those who rush into things without putting God in the middle of it may 
have religion but they have a very shallow relationship with God.  
Apparently, people must think that they don't really need God unless 
things fall apart.  This is false thinking.  We need God in, through and 
around every aspect of our lives. Religion doesn't save a person, but a 
close relationship with God can. 
 
THEY TALKED TO EACH OTHER RATHER THAN GOD AFTER DEFEAT – v3 
Not only did the Jews go into battle in their own strength, but when 
they were defeated, they relied on their own wisdom;  they talked with 
each other rather than to God.   
 
After being defeated and returning to their camp, the elders  looked at 
each other and asked themselves, "Why has the Lord defeated us?  If 
they had had a close relationship with Him, they would have talked to 
God first, rather than to each other.  At least they would have talked to 
Samuel but there is not any indication of that, either.  Instead, they 
pooled their ignorance. 
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Notice the last three verses of Chapter 3 and the first verse of chapter 
4.  They clearly indicate the Samuel was in touch with God.   
 

1 Samuel 3:19-21 
v19 Thus Samuel grew and the Lord was with him and let none of 
his words fail.  v20 And all Israel from Dan even to Beersheba 
knew that Samuel was confirmed as a prophet of the Lord.  v21 
And the Lord appeared again at Shiloh, because the Lord revealed 
Himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the Lord."   
 
1 Samuel 4:1  
Thus the word of Samuel came to all Israel... 

 
The elders tried to answer things themselves without consulting God or 
His prophet and the results were disastrous.   
 
Don't we do the same thing?  We often talk to others about our 
problems rather than taking them to God.  Instead of wrestling with 
God, we talk to friends or counselors.  We need to remember to go to 
God first.  If we don't get a clear answer, then go to others.  Proverbs 
11:14 says "...in abundance of counselors there is victory"  but we 
should never substitute that for talking with God first.  Those who talk 
with God first, have a close relationship with Him.  Those who talk to 
man first, may have religion, rather than a close relationship. 
 
THEY BLAMED GOD FOR THEIR PROBLEMS – v3 
A third indication that they had religion and not a close relationship 
with God is that they blamed Him for their problems. Notice, too, what 
they asked each other, "Why has the Lord defeated us today before the 
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Philistines?"  They presumed that God defeated them.  They failed to 
see that it was not so much a case of God fighting against them as Him 
not fighting for them.  After all, the Jews had not sought His blessing.  
Could it be that God simply sat back and said, "I'm going to stay clear of 
this battle.  You haven't asked Me to be part so I'll be on the sidelines 
and watch.  You'll have to win this one on your own." 
 
The better question the Jews should have asked was, "God, why did 
you not fight for us?"  They should have addressed Him rather than 
each other and not presumed that He was the one to blame for the 
defeat.  They should have been angry with themselves, not God.  
 
Do we ever get angry with God when we get defeated?  Sometimes I 
do.  The problem does not reside with God in our defeats, the problem 
resides with us.  If we seek God, He will probably show us exactly why 
we did not win.  Victory does not come just because God does not fight 
against us.  Victory comes when God fights for us.  God fights for us 
when we draw close to Him. 
 
THEY FAILED TO SEE GOD'S DISCIPLINE – v3 
God's discipline here was progressive.  Notice that in the first battle 
they lost only four thousand men but in the second battle they lost 
thirty thousand.  If they had put on sackcloth and ashes and prayed, 
God probably would have given them victory or worked out a way only 
to destroy Eli and his sons.  
 
If something bad happens in our lives, it could be that God is trying to 
get our attention.  Don't be foolish and ignore the circumstances.  It 
could be that He is allowing you to go through something for some 
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other reason than your own sin, but it could be that.  Talk to God and 
ask Him to reveal any sin in your life.  If he does not, then there is 
probably another reason why you are going through your difficult time.  
In that case it is best to just keep trusting Him. 
 
Recently there was a person who came to me and talked to me about a 
difficult situation in his life trying to determine if this was judgment 
from the Lord.  He had already done quite a bit of praying and had 
really thought it through.  I commend that person for his diligence.  He 
talked to God first, and He did not blame God for his problems. 
 
THEY FOCUSED ON A RELIGIOUS OBJECT RATHER THAN ON GOD – 
vv1-3 
Notice verse 3, "...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." 
 
The clear indication is that the people felt the ARK could save them.  
Although it had gone before them when they entered the Promise 
Land, and although it represented the presence and glory of God, IT 
could not save anyone.  Only God who created the ark could save them.   
 
In our culture do we focus on objects rather than God?  How many 
times have I heard of athletes who wear their lucky socks, or who don't 
shave the day of the game because they believe it will bring them good 
luck.  Some people carry rabbits foots or some other objects that they 
think will somehow help them.  This may seem like fun but it is 
foolishness. 
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Are Christians ever guilty of such things?  Unfortunately, yes.  One 
denomination has patron saints who supposedly protect them.  Saint 
Christopher is their saint of travel.  Many people hang little statues of 
him their cars.  Some folks feel that if they carry a small Bible it will 
protect them.  Many soldiers in Vietnam wanted the small Gideon 
Bibles for that purpose.  Some people carry special prayers or pocket 
crosses.  The God of the Bible can protect you but a physical Bible will 
not protect a person unless it happens to stop a bullet.  The God of the 
cross can protect you but a pocket cross cannot.  A dead Christian 
cannot save you but God can.  The Ark could not save the Jews, but the 
God of the Ark could.  Religious symbols are just that, symbols.  Only 
God can save us.  
 
If a person focuses on religious symbols rather than on God, he 
probably has religion rather than a close relationship with God. 
 
THEY ALLOWED UNHOLY PEOPLE TO MINISTER IN THEIR MIDST – v4 
The sixth indicator that the Jews had religion rather than a relationship 
with God was that they allowed openly unholy people to serve them on 
behalf of God.  Notice what is said in verse 4, "...and the two sons of Eli, 
Hophni and Phinehas, were there with the Ark of the Covenant of God."  
These two men were known by the people to be living in sin and yet the 
people did not rise up against them.  I can think of few things that are 
more important to God than personal holiness.  If we are living in sin, 
judgment is not far away.  If we are living in sin and yet trying to serve 
God, we are presuming upon God's grace.  We are putting God to the 
test and in essence saying, "I dare You, God, to do something about my 
sin."  Do you remember the words of David in Psalm 19:13, 14 
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"Also keep back Thy servant from presumptuous sins; let them 
not rule over me; then I shall be blameless, and I shall be 
acquitted of great transgression.  v14 Let the words of my mouth 
and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in Thy sight, O Lord, 
my rock and my Redeemer." 

 
Sin didn't really bother the sons of Eli.  They sinned and served.  I hope 
there is no one here today in that category.  If so, please repent, your 
life is in danger.  One of the churches in Revelation was guilty of 
allowing this to go on in their midst.  God condemned them for it.   
 
THEY FOCUSED ON RELIGIOUS HYPE RATHER THAN ON GOD – v5 
See what is said in verse 5, "And it happened as the Ark of the Covenant 
of the Lord came into the camp, that all Israel shouted with a great 
shout, so that the earth resounded..." 
 
When the ark came into the camp, the people shouted for joy.  The 
earth resounded and the Philistines trembled.  It is interesting to note 
that it was the godless Philistines who feared God and His reputation.  
The Jews took God for granted.  They were all hyped up but religious 
HYPE does not equate with a close relationship with God.   
 
I remember attending a church where people really got hyped during 
the service.  They spoke and sang in tongues.  Some cried and got all 
emotional.  At times things seemed totally confusing and out of control.  
One particular person who was the epitome of this activity walked out 
of the service and lit up a cigarette.  I saw a lot of HYPE in his worship 
but a very shallow relationship outside the church walls.   
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The emotionalism of the Jews did not guarantee a close relationship 
with God, nor does our hype today. 
 
THEY WERE MORE CONCERNED ABOUT RELIGIOUS  SYMBOLS THAN 
PEOPLE - v18 
In verses 12-18 when word came to Eli that the Jews had been 
defeated, Eli did not react with great sorrow when he was told that his 
two sons were dead.  He only reacted when he heard that the ark had 
been taken.  He was more sorry about the loss of a religious symbol 
than the death of his sons and people.  Certainly the ark was important 
because it represented the presence of God, but to react more to its 
loss than the loss of human life, seems a bit backwards.  People, not an 
ark are God's greatest creation.  We need to be sure that we are more 
concerned for the welfare of people than the welfare of things.  We are 
sometimes guilty of placing possessions over people when we are more 
concerned about what happened to the car than the people in the 
traffic accident.  It seems that in today's world people love things and 
use people rather than loving people and using things.  There even was 
a song written to this affect.  The words went,  
 
"Using things and loving people, that's the way its got to be.  Using 
things and loving people, look around and you will see, that loving 
things and using people only leads to misery.  Using things and loving 
people, that's the way its got to be." 
   
When people place religious objects over people, that is an indication 
that people lack a close relationship with God.   
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CONCLUSION 
At the end of the chapter, when the wife of Phinehas heard that her 
husband was dead, she went into labor and gave birth to a son.  
Although she died in childbirth, she named her son ICABOD, which 
means, "No Glory." or "The glory has departed."  The glory of God had 
indeed departed from the Jews because they focused on religion rather 
than on a close relationship with Him.  The same will be true of any life 
which has a similar focus.  Instead, let us focus on a close relationship 
with God so His glory will remain in our lives.  Let's learn from the 
mistakes of others and move on to maturity in Christ. 


