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“Not in Our Control” 

Introduction: By my count, if you include today, you have 71 shopping days until Christmas! My wife has 

already begun working her way through her list, I learned at the Chamber of Commerce meeting last 

week that the town of Essex has the arrival of Santa on its schedule, and Tom Griffith has agreed to 

direct the children’s pageant once again, so the season is well underway!  

Actually, it’s interesting to think of all the planning that continues to take place around Christmas, even 

though our culture is moving further and further away from Christianity. It prompts me to wonder why. 

At least part of the answer, I think, is that Christmas allows us to have a domesticated version of God. 

That is, if Christmas is about stars shining brightly and angels singing sweetly in the sky, people buying 

and exchanging gifts under a tree, and a baby lying silently in a manger, then even if we can 

acknowledge that this baby is somehow God, a God who lays in an animal’s feeding trough doesn’t 

strike us as too threatening. But move on to Easter and we’re forced to confront a man on a cross due to 

the reality of our sin, the death-defying miracle of a resurrection, and the Lord ascending to a heavenly 

throne from which he rules us with all authority and power. That is a fish of a different color!  We’d 

much rather keep that baby in the manger where we can see him, feed him, smile at him, hold him, and 

just call on him when we need him. We want, in other words, to keep God under our control 

But long before God made his way to the manger, or the cross, he made it clear that he is not in our 

control. To be sure, he is for us, but he cannot be manipulated to fit our purposes. How might you be 

inclined to try and control God? Hold on to that question as we consider the ways both the Israelites, 

and the Philistines, tried to bend God to their agenda.  

I. The Ark in the Camp 

A. As chapter 4 opens, we find the Israelites and the Philistines fighting. It was a conflict that had begun 

in the days of the Judges, and the Philistines would remain a constant thorn in the flesh of the Israelites 

for nearly two centuries. The Philistines were descendants of the Egyptians, and occupied the 

southwestern coastal plain of the Promised Land, settling in five major cities, Gaza, Ashdod, Askelon, 

Gath and Ekron. It’s not clear who started this particular skirmish, but it seems as if the Israelites had 

been the aggressor. What is clear is that the Israelites were defeated, and were wondering why. And the 

issue appears not to be strategic but theological: “Why did the LORD bring defeat on us today?” 

B. Some suggested it was because God had not been present with them as they were fighting and so 

they figured fetching the ark and bringing it into their camp would do the trick. The ark, recall, was a 

rectangular, wooded box, some four feet long, decorated with gold. In it, the two tablets of stone, 

containing God’s law for his people that Moses had received on Mount Sinai, were kept. On the lid of 

the box were two, winged creatures, called cherubim, which flanked what was considered to be God’s 

throne. The ark, in other words, in addition to serving as a functional storage place, was considered to 

represent the very presence of God. And so a few energetic young fellows volunteered to run the 

twenty miles to Shiloh, get the ark, and bring it into the camp. The ark’s presence, the Israelite’s 

believed, would guarantee victory. But it was not to be. In fact, the second defeat was even more 

crushing than the first. Even worse, the Philistines captured the ark and took it away.      



C. To be fair, in Israel’s past, the ark had played a prominent role, including leading the Israelites through 

the wilderness. As we read in Numbers, “Whenever the ark set out, Moses said, ‘Rise up LORD! May 

your enemies be scattered; may your foes flee before you” (Nu. 10:35). And, the dramatic victory God’s 

people achieved at Jericho, when the walls of that great city came a tumblin’ down also involved the ark. 

There, the ark led a procession of priests and soldiers in a march around the city seven times and then 

the walls came down when all let out a great shout (Josh. 6). But those instances, as well as others, had 

all been clearly initiated by God. This one had not been, a fact emphasized by the total absence of 

Samuel, God’s prophet, from this narrative. God had not spoken a thing about his people heading out to 

war, but the people had come to believe that God had to be in support of their decision and that they 

could use him, through the ark, to bring about success. They were wrong. God, they would learn, could 

not be manipulated. He was not in their control.     

II. The Ark in Captivity 

A. Interestingly enough, the Philistines would learn this lesson as well, only they had a different 

theological issue. They were polytheists, believing in a great number of gods. This included an 

understanding that when two people groups were at war, so were their respective gods. Because they 

won this particular battle, capturing the ark in the process, the Philistines reasoned that the god of the 

Israelites had been defeated by their main god, Dagon, and so they placed the ark in Dagon’s temple as 

a kind of trophy. They also assumed that the god of the ark, who, intriguingly they remembered as the 

god who had defeated the Egyptians and so, ironically, motivated them to fight their very hardest, still 

had some power left in him that they would be able to harness by adding him to their “bullpen” of gods.   

B. But, in almost humorous fashion, they learned that they could not control this particular deity. Early 

the first morning, when they came to Dagon’s temple, they found Dagon sprawled on his face on the 

ground before the ark (5:3).  

OT scholar Walter Brueggemann observes that the time marker, “early the next morning” (5:3), brings to 

mind the women on Easter day who rose early that morning to head to the tomb of Jesus, expecting to 

find him still dead. But, in a great reversal, they discovered that he was alive again. Like those women, 

the Philistines came early in the morning, expecting to find a triumphant Dagon and a defeated LORD, 

only to discover that a great reversal had taken place (First and Second Samuel, 36). As Hannah had 

sung, the LORD who is the Rock is the God of great reversals (ch. 2). Where one expects death, there is 

life. He cannot be defeated.   

The toppling of Dagon also brings to mind the words of Isaiah when speaking of the goldsmiths and 

metal workers who were involved in making idols: “One says of the welding, ‘It is good.’ The other nails 

down the idol so it will not topple” (Isa. 41:7). Well, Dagon had toppled and so, evidently, they nailed 

him back up. But early the next morning it was even worse! Almost to emphasize that the previous day’s 

fall hadn’t been accidental, there was Dagon again, sprawled on the ground before the ark of God. Only 

this time Dagon’s head and hands had broken off, symbols of his power. Dagon was shown to be 

powerless in the presence of the LORD. By contrast, the hand of the LORD was mightily and gloriously at 

work, bringing an infestation of tumors on the residents of Ashdod, not unlike the plagues that he had 

brought to encourage the Egyptians to let his enslaved people go free.  As this infestation spread into 

each city where the ark was moved, the Philistines quickly recognized they were dealing with a power 

they could not control and made plans to send the ark back as fast as they could.    



III. Who’s Serving Whom?  

A. So what do we do with this text? If we’re honest, it’s a bit weird, almost too fantastic. I mean, the 

journey of a mysterious golden box that holds the power of God, makes other gods fall down before it, 

and can inflict people with disease. . . it’s like a tale you’d tell your kids, or one that Hollywood might 

turn into a movie. Raiders of the Lost Ark, now there might be a catchy title…what do you think?!  

But as I ponder the various narratives that feature the ark, they strike me as no more fantastic than God 

coming to be with us as a baby in a manger, neither of which we can actually control. The vehicle of the 

ark reveals God’s desire to be present with his people, leading up to his very personal appearance in 

Jesus. The ark narratives affirm we do not have a distant God who leaves us to our own devises; instead, 

we are loved by a God who desires to be intimately involved in our existence. At the same time, God is 

not there to bless our desires when we call. Rather, he calls us to bless his desires. We exist to serve 

him; he does not exist to serve us. And that, in our “have it your way” consumer culture, can be an easy 

trap to fall into. 

Illustration: Our temptation is to treat God like a waiter in a restaurant. You know, you’re sitting around 

with friends enjoying their company and conversation. Most of the time you ignore the waiter, not even 

thinking about him except when you’re thirsty and want something to drink, or hungry and ready to 

order, or discover something is missing or not cooked quite to your liking, or feel like it’s time to have 

desert and coffee, or are ready to leave and need of your bill. Then you just call him over when you need 

him, and expect him to respond quickly and efficiently. If he does, you may leave him a tip.  

We can treat God like that. He can remain peripheral to our lives, we can keep him at arm’s length, until 

we figure we need him. If he responds according to our desires when we call, we may “tip” him with a 

little more of our time or treasure on a given Sunday. If he doesn’t, we remain greatly disappointed, and 

may even be led to believe that he doesn’t exist, or isn’t interested in us at least. The reality is that God 

must lead, he must initiate. We cannot force his hand or harness his power for our projects. 

This can happen in our personal lives. We come to some decision and appeal to God, asking him to bless 

whatever we’ve decided, even if we haven’t involved him in the process of our decision making. “I’m a 

believer, of course he’ll support me,” we may reason. Somehow, we expect him to have our back. In the 

church, we can come up with vision statements and strategic initiatives and say to God, “this is our plan, 

isn’t it cool? Now please bless it.” But is it his plan? How would we know? Did we take time to listen? 

And then in our nation, there is perhaps no more presumptuous declaration than the one that says, 

“God bless America.” What, exactly, are we asking God to bless? A comfortable lifestyle? The ability to 

pursue happiness? The freedom to have just about whatever we want? Our democratic system? A 

particular political party? An “America first” policy? Borders that are closing to refugees? Is any of that 

remotely related to the gospel, or to what it means to be a people who have turned to and are fueled by 

the sacrificial love of Jesus and who are seeking to love God and our neighbor?   

The Israelites, the Philistines, and their experience with the ark teach us that we cannot bend God to our 

agenda, that the greatest power in the universe is not available for us to manipulate or control or use 

for our own ends. Instead, may we seek, like Samuel, to keep listening, so that, as individuals, as a 

church, and even as a nation, our agenda may be God’s agenda, and that we might follow where he 

wants to lead.    


