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2|2 INTRODUCTION

Surprises add colors to our lives. One example is to discover some built-in functions of your
gadgets. You are amazed: “I never know it can do that.” I remember a funny experience about
twenty years ago. My wife and I traveled to Texas over Christmas to visit her two sisters. We
rented a car for the ten-hour drive. We listened to music on CD along the way by hooking up a
portable CD player to the car. Unfortunately, the connection was not that good. Once in a while,
it would lose power when we hit a bump on the road. Finally, my wife decided to hold the player
on her palm to give it some cushioning. A few hours into our journey, the sun gradually
appeared. Then we had a surprising discovery. We saw a crack in the area where the radio
control buttons were. The car actually had a built-in CD player. We never knew it was always
there. God often gives us surprises like that. In our study two weeks ago, the Philistines returned
the ark to the Israelites. God’s people put the ark away for twenty years. The Bible does not tell
us what happened during that long period of time. Very likely, the Philistines kept oppressing the
Israelites. Eventually, God’s people realized that they had to return to Him. They made a public
confession. Subsequently, God defeated their enemies. God did not abandon His people even
though they were rebellious. He is always by our side even when He seems faraway.

fiZ¥E EXPLANATION
1. [EfHEY3E Repent of Sins

Spiritual revival begins when people repent of their sins. God used the threat of the Philistines as
a means to discipline His people. The Israelites finally understood that they could not overcome
their enemies without God’s help. Samuel advised them in verse 3: ... “If you are returning to
the Lord with all your heart, then put away the foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among you
and direct your heart to the Lord and serve him only, and he will deliver you out of the hand of
the Philistines.” Samuel was now a full-grown man and a spiritual leader for his people. Samuel
encouraged them to devote themselves fully to God. They must return to the Lord with ALL
their hearts, and from now on they should serve Jehovah ONLY. The word “serve” can mean
both labor and worship. Both words complement each other. The same spiritual principle applies
to us. All that we do in daily life is a means to worship God. In big or small thing, we do it for
God’s glory. Samuel urged his people to get rid of all their idols. The Philistines worshipped
Baal and Ashtaroth because they thought those false gods could ensure them harvest and fertility.
By ditching those idols, the Israelites acknowledged that God was the source of all their
blessings. True God and false gods cannot coexist. Jesus said the biggest commandment is to
love God with all our hearts, souls, minds and strength. He also said we cannot worship God and
money at the same time. Money is a huge idol for many people, even Christians. Money is a
form of God’s blessing. However, if your heart always craves for more money, then it will
become a bondage for your life. Brothers and sisters: do you use money or used by money? Only
God can set you free from the love of money. Ask Him to take away your worries about not
having enough and the urge to catch up with your friends and relatives. Instead, ask God to give
you contentment to enjoy the amount He gives you. God demands our complete loyalty to Him.



There is no part-time Christian. Either you are all-in or all-out. The Bible describes the Lord as a
jealous God. You know how it feels when your boyfriend, girlfriend or spouse gets too close to a
person of an opposite gender. Likewise, God cannot tolerate it if we spare our love for idols.
Samuel asked his people to make up their mind and return to God. If they did so then God would
protect them from their enemies. This time they listened. Subsequently, Samuel called for a
public meeting. Verse 6 says: So they gathered at 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 people of Israel at Mizpah. The Israelites did a few things. First, they poured
water before God. It might be a symbolic gesture to show their repentance to God and an
affirmation of their trust in Him. Second, they fasted. In the Bible, fasting is not only about stop
eating. It is also a time to reflect on our relationship with God. Therefore, fasting always comes
with prayer. That was the third thing they did. They made a public confession to God. That
underscores the importance of church life. Although there are tons of resources on the internet,
God never tells us to become a self-study Christian. When we meet face to face, we can share
our burdens, and encourage and pray for each other. The Israelites repented of their sins. True
repentance must come with actions. Suppose your doctor tells you that your cholesterol and
blood pressure are a little high. Then you should adjust your diet and do some exercises.
Likewise, we have to remove the sources of temptation that hinder our walk with the Lord. Some
shopaholics cut their credit cards in halves. If you cannot find time to read the Bible or come to
Bible study because you watch too much TV or stream too much dramas, then you may have to
cancel your subscriptions. If your friends keep luring you into sinful practices, then you may
have to reconsider your friendship with them. God gives us freedom from sins when we repent to
Him. We will be free from the bondage of sins and free to obey God when we rely on Him.

2. SZ{HE RS Relieve from Foes

Samuel told his people that if they turned back to God, the Lord would relieve them from their
foes. They did not have to wait very long before God fulfilled that promise. Verse 7-8 tells us
what happened next: 7 Now when the Philistines heard that the people of Israel had gathered at
Mizpabh, the lords of the Philistines went up against Israel. And when the people of Israel heard
of it, they were afraid of the Philistines. 8 And the people of Israel said to Samuel, “Do not cease
to cry out to the Lord our God for us, that he may save us from the hand of the Philistines.” The
enemies might think that the Hebrews gathered to plan a military campaign. Therefore, the
Philistines launched an attack right away. Seeing that their foes were approaching, the Israelites
reacted with fear. They begged Samuel to keep praying for them. In the previous battle, the
Israelites put their trust in the ark. Now they put their hope in God. The Israelites were still at
their prayer meeting. Now their enemies were coming. Satan often attacks us when we are most
zealous for God. It may happen after we rededicate ourselves to read the Bible daily, come to
church meetings and participate in various ministries. Perhaps someone vandalizes your car, a
tree falls down in your backyard or your company lays you off. Satan can use similar incidents to
shaken our faith. He does not need to attack lukewarm Christians, because they have a so-so
relationship with God anyway. Satan will concentrate his firepower on those believers who are
fired up for the Lord. Do not panic. Run to God for help. Put your trust in Him. God can use
problems to verify and strengthen our faith. The Israelites had to learn the same spiritual lessons.
We see Samuel’s reactions to the enemies in verse 9-10: 9 So Samuel took a nursing lamb and
offered it as a whole burnt offering to the Lord. And Samuel cried out to the Lord for Israel, and



the Lord answered him. 10 As Samuel was offering up the burnt offering, the Philistines drew
near to attack Israel. But the Lord thundered with a mighty sound that day against the Philistines
and threw them into confusion, and they were defeated before Israel. Burnt offering is for the
atonement of sins. A whole animal would be consumed by fire. It symbolizes people’s full
commitment to God. The Lord showed His favor to the Israelites when they relied on Him. The
Philistines were getting closer when the meat was still burning. If I were on the scene, I would
ask Samuel: “Sir, are you done with the sacrifice yet? The enemies can almost hit us with their
arrows from where they are. What should we do? There are a lot of older folks, women and kids
with us. How can we protect them?” God is mindful of our lack of faith. But His power is never
limited by our little faith. In this case, God would fight for His people. He caused a chaos with
supernatural power. The passage says God’s people then seized the opportunity and pursued the
Philistines. The Israelites had a victory. The Bible tells us that we are in a constant spiritual
warfare. We can only win by putting our trust in God. The apostle Peter writes in his first letter
5:7-10 that: 7 Casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you. 8 Be sober-minded; be
watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to
devour. 9 Resist him, firm in your faith... 10 And after you have suffered a little while, the God
of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, confirm,
strengthen, and establish you. A recurring theme in this book is suffering for our faith. Notice the
progression of thoughts here. Peter encourages us to commit our concerns to God because He is
mindful of our situations. But doing so does not mean we will live a trouble-free life. Satan
always looks for loopholes to attack us. We must stay close to God and stay alert to temptation.
God is faithful to protect us when we draw near to Him. When we overcome a test of faith, we
will become stronger.

3. EAMRIYF Return to Peace

God saved His people from a crisis. After the war was over, the Israelites returned to their peace.
Verse 12-13 tell us: 12 Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Shen and
called its name Ebenezer; for he said, “Till now the Lord has helped us.” 13 So the Philistines
were subdued and did not again enter the territory of Israel. And the hand of the Lord was
against the Philistines all the days of Samuel. Samuel erected a stone and called it Ebenezer to
remember God’s deliverance. This was not the same Ebenezer where the Israelites were defeated
earlier. At the first Ebenezer, many soldiers lost in battles when God’s people put their trust in
the ark. At the second Ebenezer, people recommitted themselves to God and He saved them. God
continued to give them peace throughout Samuel’s lifetime. They could enjoy victory when they
depended on the Lord. Many years ago, God divided the Jordan river as His people marched into
Canaan. After they walked out from the river, Joshua asked them to pile up twelve stones on the
river bank to represent the twelve tribes. He said in the future children would ask what those
rocks were for. The answer is in Joshua 4:7 — “Then you shall tell them that the waters of the
Jordan were cut off before the ark of the covenant of the Lord. When it passed over the Jordan,
the waters of the Jordan were cut off. So these stones shall be to the people of Israel a memorial
forever.” The arrangement of rocks was a reminder of God’s work. It would be a good teachable
moment for parents to pass on faith to their children. Just like stones will remain for thousands of
years, God’s faithfulness will never change. He promises to be there whenever we go to Him.
What is our Ebenezer today? Do you notice that Christianity does not have many religious
symbols? A church can be a simple warehouse, a home or a classroom without any decoration



inside and out. God assures us of His presence when we gather in Jesus’ name. God understands
that we can easily idolize a picture or an artifact. Sometimes people believe they can derive
mysterious power from a painting of Jesus or a cross. They touch those objects for healing grace
or even good luck. Christian churches only have two ceremonies: baptism and communion. The
water, bread and cup cannot save anyone. We can only be saved by the grace of Jesus Christ.
People must be clear about their faith in the Lord before going into the water. Baptism confirms
rather than confers their salvation. Besides, we observe the communion to remember Jesus’
sacrificial death. It reminds us that God loves us, although we do not deserve His forgiveness.
Those two rituals are testimonies of God’s grace like the Ebenezer stone. Only Jesus can save us
from sins. In Acts 4, Peter and John were interrogated by some Jewish religious leaders for
healing a crippled man in Jesus’ name. In his witness, Peter quotes the Old Testament in verse
11-12: 11 “This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has become the
cornerstone. 12 And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven
given among men by which we must be saved.” Jesus was the stone abandoned by the Jews. But
He was the chosen as the cornerstone by God. In ancient times, an architect used a cornerstone as
a reference point for building a house. It determines whether the building is leveled and straight.
Jesus is the foundation for our faith and the rock of our redemption. Those who reject Him will
be rejected by God. People throughout history look for other paths. They turn to idols, meditation
or good work. Their efforts will eventually fail. Jesus is the only way, the truth and the life. No
one can come to the Father except through Him. Apart from Jesus there is no eternal peace.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

God is always by our side even when He seems faraway. He will be with us when we go to Him.
Israel had a spiritual revival when people dumped their idols and returned to God. The Lord
knows that our faith will waver by our feelings and circumstances. He uses hardships to humble
us so that we will turn back to Him. Christian singing artist Tasha Layton has that experience.
She grew up in a Christian family. Her faith was challenged as a teenager when she witnessed
some bad things in her church. She wondered if Jesus was real. She studied music in college
because she had planned to use her talent to serve God. But later she changed her major to
religion. She then set off a journey to look for truth. She tried Buddhism, Muslim and Judaism
but she could not find the answer. She felt empty and hopeless. One day she was about to
commit suicide. A friend walked into Layton’s dorm room and saw her holding a gun. God sent
a messenger to stop Layton. She realized that all the religions are human efforts to try to reach
God. Only Jesus came into our world to draw near to us. He is always there for us. Layton felt
that God’s truth moved from her head to her heart. Later, she went back to study music. Today,
she and her husband use music to encourage people. Layton wrote a recent song “How Far” to
share her testimony. The lyrics in the chorus read: “A million miles of my mistakes, still couldn’t
keep Your love away. However far away I am from home, that’s how far Your love will go.”
God is always there whenever we go to Him.
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