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5= INTRODUCTION

Setback can be a positive thing if react to it with a right attitude. American inventor Thomas
Edison had many failures before he achieved successes. One of his greatest contributions was the
making of light bulbs. The device had been around for forty years when Edison took on the
project. At that time, the existing design was too costly to make and too short-lived. From 1878
to 1880 Edison and his associates tested at least three thousand different theories to develop an
efficient lamp. The light bulbs we now use are not much different from what Edison produced.
An electrical current passes through a filament in a vacuum globe until it heats up and glows.
The biggest challenge for Edison was to find the right material to make the filament. He tried no
fewer than six thousand plant fibers he could find. Finally, his persistence paid off. Edison made
a light bulb using carbonized bamboo that could last for 1,200 hours. Over his lifetime, Edison
owned more than one thousand patents, including microphone, phonograph, battery, etc. He
commented as he looked back: “Genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent
perspiration.” Edison understood that failure is not the end of story. It only proves that a certain
way does not work. In our story today, the Israelites suffered major losses in the battlefield. God
has lessons for us to learn from losses too. It can be an opportunity to examine our relationship
with Him. It is a three-step process of stop, turn then move.

= EXPLANATION
1. 5%~ #H Ego Deflated

The prophecy about the fate of Eli’s family finally came true. God would use the Philistines to
exercise His judgment. The Israelites and the Philistines were in a battle. The Israelites suffered
an initial loss, and that deflated their ego. Verses 1-3 describe the confrontation. The Philistines
were some local people living near the Mediterranean coast. Archaeology shows that they had a
high degree of civilization. They knew how to make iron tools. That gave them an advantage in
wars. They were recurring enemies since the Israelites entered Canaan. Their most famous
warrior was Goliath the giant. Unfortunately, the Israelites were overpowered in this fight, and
they lost 4,000 soldiers. The elders then called a meeting to evaluate the situation. They
concluded that God allowed them to fall to their opponents. Their analysis was correct, although
their solution was wrong. God does not save us and let us go independent. He stays active in the
world and in our lives. When we have success, we should give thanks to Him. When we
encounter setback, we go to the Lord and ask what lessons He wants us to learn. However, those
elders came to their decision without even asking God. They did not ask Eli or his sons to
present a sacrifice and inquire of the Lord either. They thought that since God did not go with
them to the battlefield, they should bring the ark along to the next battle. The ark was the most
sacred item in the tabernacle. It was basically a wooden chest covered with gold coating. The
box symbolizes God’s presence. The elders surely remembered how some priests carried the ark
and divided the water of the Jordan River, and how they circled around Jericho with the ark and
caused the walls to crumble. They said in verse 3: “... Let us bring the ark of the covenant of the
Lord here from Shiloh, it may come among us and save us from the power of our enemies.” They
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expected it, meaning the chest, but not God to save them. They expected the ark of the covenant
to give them magic power. The problem was, they had the ark but they forgot the covenant. Back
then their ancestors prevailed over a river and a fortified city because God was with them. They
had victory when they followed God’s commands. In comparison, the current Israelites
disobeyed God. They had an altar and they had priests to present offerings, but they did not have
a heart for God. They had the Law but they ignored it. God will be with us when we are with
Him. Thirty years ago I visited an American church when I came to the U.S. I forgot everything
the pastor taught except one thing. He said many Christians only want to use God for their own
gain. He is right! We expect God to fulfill our requests. We see politicians go to big churches to
shake hand with well-known pastors. They even go to Rome to meet with the Pope. Looking
religious is worth doing if it helps their career. Do we often use God too? We often treat Him
like our personal assistant. We go to God only when we have urgent needs. We call Jesus Lord
on our lips, but we want to play the boss in our hearts. Some Christians agrees that the Bible is a
good moral book to study, but not truths to believe and practice. They go to church to look for a
religious excitement but they do not want to experience God in their daily life. They attend a
service without worshipping God. We should not be believers in a church only but look like
atheists in daily life. God can use losses to deflate our ego. He wants us to stop and reflect on our
attitude and actions. Our reaction should not be: “Lord, how come you do you not give me
success?” Rather, it should be: “Lord, how should I make adjustments to obey Your will?”
Perhaps we rely on our wisdom but not God’s wisdom. Or we have not prayed enough. Or we
have to wait for God’s timing. There may even be sins that we need to confess. We must listen to
God’s guidance, and follow Him as the Lord of our lives.

2. - eiE2Er Army Defeated

The Israelites regrouped and fought against the Philistines a second time. Unfortunately, the
Israel army was defeated again. They carried the ark with them to the battlefield. Eli’s two sons
also traveled with the troop. There was a great uproar when the soldiers saw the ark. Their lucky
charm gave a big boost to their morale. They thought it would be a sure win this time. How did
their enemies respond? Look at verse 7-9. People relied on spiritual force in ancient warfare, not
just in Star Wars! Whoever won indicated that the deity they worshipped was stronger than their
opponents’. The Philistines believed in many idols. Therefore, they reasoned that there must be
multiple gods helping the Israelites. If those gods could prevail over the mighty Egyptian army,
then no one could stand before them. It is reassuring to know that even your enemies realize that
God is on your side. That reminds me of a young Christian. He was considered a genius because
he finished school way earlier than most people did. Therefore, he was the youngest employee in
his office. His colleagues knew that he is a Christian. They attributed his performance to his
faith. Being an Asian working among Americans can be intimidating. But no one dared to bully
him because they know that God is with him. The Philistines heard of God’s mighty power. But
they turned their fear into courage. There was only one way to find out who were the better
fighters. The Philistines dispatched their soldiers and met with the Israelites. Verse 10-11 tell us
the outcome. Israel suffered a terrible defeat. They lost many more men compared to the first
battle. Among those who lost their lives were Eli’s two sons. That fulfilled God’s prophecy that
they would die on the same day. Worse still, the Philistines took away the ark. The Israelites
thought they could repeat the successes of their ancestors at the Jordan River and Jericho. We
can easily reduce our faith to rituals and procedures too. After all, that is what many religions



practice. You ancestors might prepare a roasted pig, burn some paper money and incense, ask a
monk to say some chants, then they expected to get the results they wanted. It is a purely self-
centered consumer mentality. We focus on success but God looks for our submission. We want
results but God care about our relationship with Him. Our God can never be manipulated by our
wishes. A story in Acts 19 illustrates that point. Paul took the gospel to Ephesus. Just like he did
in other cities, he performed miracles to heal the sick and cast out demons. Verse 11 states: And
God was doing extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul. The apostle was not a superman but
a servant of God. The Lord was the true hero. Some Jews tried to imitate what Paul did. They
said to demons: “In the name of the Jesus whom Paul preaches, I command you to come out.”
Did it work? Verse 15-16 tell us: 15 But the evil spirit answered them, “Jesus [ know, and Paul I
recognize, but who are you?” 16 And the man in whom was the evil spirit leaped on them,
mastered all of them and overpowered them, so that they fled out of that house naked and
wounded. That was quite humiliating. When God’s power is in us, not only do the people around
us know it, the devil does too. But God’s power is not something for us to show off as if we are
superior to others. Supernatural power is not the only way to verify God’s presence in us. Today,
God rarely gives us that kind of gift. But every Christian has the Holy Spirit lives in us. He helps
us overcome our selfishness and sinfulness. He enables us to love others as ourselves. He
provides us grace to forgive those who offended us, and courage to apologize to those we hurt.
He gives us patience while we are on the edge. Essentially, the Holy Spirit transforms us to be
more like Jesus.

3. ZEEEET-EE Glory Departed

The Israelites lost in two successive battles. Their ego was deflated and their army was defeated.
But the worst outcome was that God’s glory departed from them. A messenger went back to
convey the bad news to Eli. The passage says Eli’s heart trembled for the ark. Most likely, Eli
worried about his two sons as well. He might wonder if God’s judgment on them would come
that day. There is no peace in the conscience of a sinner. The only way to restore peace is to
confess before God. Do not delay if the Holy Spirit convicts you in your heart. Finally, the
messenger spoke in verse 17-18. Eli knew that God’s words would come true. What shocked him
was that the enemies took away the ark. How could it be? The ark was Israel’s glory. The
tabernacle would only be a tent without the ark. Worship would become meaningless. There was
nowhere for a priest to sprinkle animal’s blood. Most importantly, if God could not protect the
ark, then how could He protect His people? Eli fell backward and died in a tragic way. If we put
too much attention to religious images on the outside, we can easily lose sight of our faith in God
on the inside. Some Buddhists place a little statue in their cars, wear beads on their wrists and put
religious décors at home. Those objects make them feel secure. Brothers and sisters: what
reminds you of God’s presence? A cross around your neck and a wrist-band with a Bible verse
on it are good reminders. Besides, every believers has the Bible. When you read it daily, God’s
truth will sink into your heart. It gives you instructions when you have doubts and cautions you
when you face temptations. You can enjoy God’s peace even when you are busy and the
surrounding is noisy. God judged a priest family and the ark was snatched away. Everyone must
be devastated and confused. There was a side-story that helped the Israelites make sense of the
outcome. Just then Eli’s daughter-in-law was about to give birth to her baby. Eventually, she
died in her labor after she heard those bad news. She said something significant in verse 21-22 in
her last breath. The word “chabod” means glory. Adding the prefix “I”” will flip the meaning 180



degrees. Similar examples in English are normal versus abnormal and typical versus atypical. An
ordinary woman understood the true meaning in the lost battle. Spiritual discernment reflects
how close we are with God. Jesus says in Matthew 5:8 that: “Blessed are the pure in heart,

for they shall see God.” We see God not with our physical but with spiritual eyes. You do not
need a seminary degree, a title in a church board or even long years in the faith to do that. All it
takes is a child-like faith and keep God’s Word in mind. Then you can see things from God’s
perspective. Then we can know His will and act accordingly. In this case, this new mom shared
God’s grief. What was lost was not only a wooden chest, but God’s glory. The Israelites sought
after their own glory instead of God’s glory. Christians throughout history committed the same
mistake. Many cathedrals in Europe later became sight-seeing attractions. They draw tourists but
not worshippers. Some beautiful antique Bibles turned into museum collections. Do not let your
faith turn into a hobby or some lifeless displays. It does not matter how many Bible you have on
your bookshelf. Are you reading it every day? It does not matter how many crosses or Bible
story pictures you hang on the walls. How much do you believe in God and practice His truth? It
does not matter how many years you have been a Christian. Are you are still growing in your
relationship with God? When we focus on God’s glory, then our personal glory will become
unimportant.

4% 5w CONCLUSION

God can use a loss to help us examine our relationship with Him. It is a three-step process of
stop, turn then move. We can get wisdom when we stop and consider our situation with a
spiritual eye-sight. By God’s grace, we turn back to the right direction. Then we move on and
start a new journey. A setback will become a stumbling block if we are stuck in it. However, it
can change into a stepping stone for our faith if we switch our focus back to God. Our story does
not have a happy ending. Soldiers were killed and the ark was stolen. People were sad and
puzzled. God is mindful of His glory more than we can imagine. He demonstrated His power in
His way and timing. You can read the next two chapters this week if you want a spoiler alert to
the story. I will say this: God can turn a loss into a victory. It happened two thousand years ago
when Jesus died on the cross. The mockers cheered, saying that Jesus could not even save
Himself. Jesus’ followers were crushed and ran for their lives. Satan thought he won. How could
anything good come out from the death of the Son of God? No one had expected Jesus to come
back to life three days later. Jesus proved that He is God. Those who put their trust in Him will
have eternal life. God can turn a loss into a victory. He has yet to finish writing your story. Turn
to Jesus! He will lead your way out of a loss.
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