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When Religion Fails
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1. Motivate

What iconic symbols can you think of which stand for a brand or a company? 
· Apple, Nike, Disney, Shell, Volkswagen, NBC, …

How do the symbols differ from the company or merchandise itself?

· a visual image which reminds us of the company

· we make the association of the real thing with a quick glance at a sign

2. Transition

What are some religious symbols?

· cross

· Bible

· image of folded hands in prayer

· offering plate

· angels

· pictures of Jesus on the cross

( Today we look at how religious symbols can be misused and have too much significance – we must put our trust in God, not in symbols
3. Bible Study

3.1 Misplaced Trust
What are some typical good luck charms?

· four leaf clover

· horseshoe

· rabbit’s foot (except for the rabbit)

· a lucky jersey number for an athlete

Listen for what Israel did for good luck.
1 Samuel 4:3-5 (NIV) When the soldiers returned to camp, the elders of Israel asked, "Why did the Lord bring defeat upon us today before the Philistines? Let us bring the ark of the Lord's covenant from Shiloh, so that it may go with us and save us from the hand of our enemies." [4] So the people sent men to Shiloh, and they brought back the ark of the covenant of the Lord Almighty, who is enthroned between the cherubim. And Eli's two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, were there with the ark of the covenant of God. [5] When the ark of the Lord's covenant came into the camp, all Israel raised such a great shout that the ground shook. 1 Samuel 4:10 (NIV) So the Philistines fought, and the Israelites were defeated and every man fled to his tent. The slaughter was very great; Israel lost thirty thousand foot soldiers.
After Israel’s initial defeat by the Philistines, what discussion took place as they anticipated the next battle? 

· they discuss why things had gone wrong

· they seem to blame it on the Lord

· they decided to bring the Ark of the Covenant

· they reason that if they take it along, it will save them from the hand of their enemies

What happened when the ark of the covenant arrived at the front? 

· all Israel raised a great shout

· so much so that it shook the ground

What do you suppose motivated the elders to bring the ark to the battlefield?

· the Ark was a sacred object, declared so by God Himself

· it somehow was an objected that represented God

· if  this sacred object was with them, then God was with them

· this would give them “good luck” – the battle would go more favorable for them

Why isn’t it safe to assume that the presence of the symbols of God guarantee the presence of God?

· the symbol itself is not God

· only God is God

· their actions and attitudes had not been pleasing to God

· they treated the Ark as a “good luck” charm, a lucky box

· they weren’t depending on God, they were depending on only a symbol of God’s presence and authority

What attitude would the Israelites needed for bringing the Ark to be a step of faith rather than a religious ritual?

· we need God’s presence, God’s power

· we’ll bring the Ark as an act of faith in God

· we’ll demonstrate to Him our need for His presence

· we will worship Him, we will depend on Him – and we’ll tell Him so

Consider some common symbols related to our worship today.  What good purposes do they serve?  

	Baptism
	Lord’s Supper
	Standing for Scripture Reading

	· a physical reminder of a spiritual experience

· a testimony to unbelievers

· public identification with Christ

· something tangible we do to demonstrate something spiritual that took place
	· periodic reminder of Christ’s suffering

· an object lesson to teach us about Christ’s death

· use as an opportunity to teach children
	· honors God

· helps us focus on what God says

· teaches us to honor what God says in any situation


How do we keep them from being merely a religious ritual?
· consciously focus on the meaning

· use them as teaching moments for children

· approach them seriously, not frivolously  

3.2 God Is Not in Them
What item have you lost recently?

· keys

· sunglasses

· one of the kids!

· wallet

· umbrella

How long did it take you to realize it was missing?    minutes, hours, days, weeks

How did you go about finding it? – look intensely, watch for it, get help

Listen in these verses for what it was that someone has lost.
1 Samuel 4:20-22 (NIV)   As she was dying, the women attending her said, "Don't despair; you have given birth to a son." But she did not respond or pay any attention.     [21] She named the boy Ichabod, saying, "The glory has departed from Israel"--because of the capture of the ark of God and the deaths of her father-in-law and her husband. [22] She said, "The glory has departed from Israel, for the ark of God has been captured." 

Hophni, Phinehas, and Eli have all died.  What other family member ultimately died as a result of hearing the bad news? 

· Phinehas’ wife went into labor when she heard of his death

· it was a hard delivery, she ended up dying

· she was distraught with the reasons for all that had been happening

What were other unusual elements of the birth of this baby?

· having a boy was important in their culture but she ignored that
· instead she gives him a name which echoes her despair

· her despair was more for the nation’s spiritual demise than her impending death

How did the naming of Phinehas’ son relate to the worst outcome of the battle against the Philistines? 

· she named the boy Ichabod (“the glory has departed from Israel”)

· she saw the reality of what had happened and why

· she wanted to memorialize the situation and named her son to do so

· she wanted to communicate her sorrow and burden for both her family and for the nation

Trying to use God for selfish ends led to this mess.  How do we sometimes try to use God and then wonder why things are messed up?

· we blame God for things that are really our own doing

· we make our own choices and then try to say this is God’s will

· or we make our own choices and then try to get God to bless what we do

· “I prayed about it and God is OK with my choice”

( How much better to become aware of what God is doing and wanting and get on board with Him!

3.3 Treating the Holy as Common
Listen for what happened to the Philistine idol.
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1 Samuel 5:1-4 (NIV)      After the Philistines had captured the ark of God, they took it from Ebenezer to Ashdod. [2] Then they carried the ark into Dagon's temple and set it beside Dagon. [3] When the people of Ashdod rose early the next day, there was Dagon, fallen on his face on the ground before the ark of the Lord! They took Dagon and put him back in his place. [4] But the following morning when they rose, there was Dagon, fallen on his face on the ground before the ark of the Lord! His head and hands had been broken off and were lying on the threshold; only his body remained. 1 Samuel 6:19-21 (NIV)   But God struck down some of the men of Beth Shemesh, putting seventy of them to death because they had looked into the ark of the Lord. The people mourned because of the heavy blow the Lord had dealt them, [20] and the men of Beth Shemesh asked, "Who can stand in the presence of the Lord, this holy God? To whom will the ark go up from here?"   [21] Then they sent messengers to the people of Kiriath Jearim, saying, "The Philistines have returned the ark of the Lord. Come down and take it up to your place." 

Note the path of the Ark of the Covenant after it was captured.
Where did the Philistines place the ark once it was in the city of Ashdod? (5:2)

· from Ebenezer to Ashdod

· placed it in the temple of their deity, Dagon

· set it beside the idol

What did the Philistines find on successive mornings after placing the ark in the temple of Dagon? 

· the idol had fallen on his face

· on the ground before the Ark of Jehovah
· fallen on his face before the Ark again

· also head and hands broken off

· they were lying on the threshold

When the Ark was returned to Israel,  why was it a problem that some of the Israelites looked inside the ark?  What would it matter?

· it was in open defiance of what God had instructed

· it treated a holy and sovereign God as common

· it was a direct insult to God

How did God react to the mishandling of the ark by His own people? 

· God struck them down

· 70 men put to death for looking into the ark

Both the Israelites and the Philistines profaned (treated God’s holy presence as common) the Ark of the Covenant.  Ultimately, who is able to defend the reputation of Holy God?

· the Israelites who lost the Ark couldn’t do anything but morn and wring their hands

· God took care of things, bringing judgment on those who did not deserve the presence of God

· He also brought judgment on those who profaned His holiness (treated His holy presence as common)

4. Application
4.1 People too easily assume we can control God by use of religion and its symbols.
· They do this because they turn to God only in crisis

· Don’t try to control God – this week focus on allowing God to be in control

· Each day remember who is the Creator and who is the created being (you!)
4.2 The Christian life is rooted in love and respect for God
· Religious ritual has nothing to do with it

· Some traditions and symbols are worthy of honor … only God is worthy of worship

· Worship God today
4.3 Do not treat holy things as if they were not holy
· This week be in awe of Who God is

· Be in awe of His creation

· Have a holy fear of the power and authority of God in  your life
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