Revive Us Again #3

“It Is Time to Serve the Lord Only”

1 Samuel 7:1-13
Our church is a part of the Restoration Movement, also known as the Stone-Campbell Movement. This movement, began by Barton W. Stone and Alexander Campbell, broke away from denominationalism and sought to return to the Christianity of the Bible. These sentiments also reveal that while they now chose to be Christians only, they had no illusion of being the only Christians. They readily acknowledged “Christian brethren of every name” and sought to be one with them, though this was not yet a major objective.

This movement was born out of a revival in Cane Ridge, Kentucky, in 1801. The revival at Cane Ridge was as ecumenical as anything that had ever happened on the frontier, which was commonly marked with sectarian rivalry. Presbyterian, Methodist, and Baptist clergy, perhaps as many as 30 or 40, not only worked together “with more harmony than could be expected,” but they forgot their confessions and creeds and just preached the gospel.

The size of the revival was estimated from 12,000 to 20,000, with Stone himself going as high as 30,000, a figure given by military men. The crowd was said to have been made up of all kinds, from the governor of the state to prostitutes, blacks as well as whites, the drunk and the robber as well as the devout worshiper. It was a large open-air meeting, sometimes several meetings spread over an extended area, with several preachers speaking at one time.

The Cane Ridge revival was part of the Second Awakening or Great Western Revival that had its roots in the Great Awakening in New England under Jonathan Edwards a half century earlier. But one historian likens the earlier revival to “a backyard bonfire” in comparison to the conflagration that swept through Tennessee and Kentucky in the early 1800’s. Another has called it “America’s Pentecost.”
 
The Restoration Movement has a saying: “No book but the Bible, no creed by Christ, no law but love, no name but the divine.” Another is, “We are not the only Christians, but we are Christians only.”

It is that simplicity of purpose that forms the basis of our message this morning. In order for revival to happen, we must have a single-minded devotion to God. It is time to serve the Lord only. In I Samuel 7, we can learn important principles of renewal from the ancient Israelites.

It was time for revival once again in Israel. The state of both the religious and national life had slipped to a new low in the days of the judges. Five different times in the book of Judges we read, “there was no king in Israel and every man did what was right in his own eyes” (Jdg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). Then God would allow one of Israel’s neighbors to oppress them, making life miserable for a while.

Periodically Israel “cried out to the Lord” for deliverance, and He sent them a rescuer not once but repeatedly. But never is it recorded that there was any evidence of change on the part of the people, except for their prayers of desperation. The Hebrew word used for their prayer is connected with the word “cry,” and hence they were prayers born out of distress and deep despair. But they were without any apparent remorse or repentance or a solid renunciation of their former way of life. Accordingly, the spiritual tide had been running out for decades when God graciously raised up Samuel.

These were days in which “the Word of God was rare” (1 Sam. 3:1). As wickedness took hold of lives, the Word of God became proportionately scarce. This is another principle that the watchful observer of revivals must note. When pagans and believers alike find it convenient or preferable to substitute almost anything in place of the reading, hearing, and proclamation of the Word of God, beware: trouble for that people is just around the corner.

Samuel had grown up under the tutelage of the high priest Eli, who seemed to be a godly man but a lousy father. Young Samuel witnessed as Eli’s sons Hophni and Phineas exceeded every boundary of good taste, morality, and common decency. They insisted on having the sacrifice done to their specifications rather than God’s (1 Sam. 2:12-17), and they brazenly “lay with the women who served at the entrance of the tent of meeting” (1 Sam. 2:22). Never once, however, did Eli attempt to restrain them and for this ultimately he was rebuked by God (1 Sam. 3:13). Ultimately Hophni and Phineas took the Ark of the Covenant from the tabernacle to the battlefield as some kind of “good luck charm.” The Philistines defeated the Israelites, killed Eli’s sons, and took the Ark back with them. When Eli heard this news, he himself died.
Yet not even the oppression of the Philistines had driven Israel to her senses. Nor had the loss of the nation’s most sacred treasure caused concern among the people. For by now the Ark of the Covenant had been out of the center of Israel’s religious life for two decades, and no one seemed to be overly exercised about it or deeply concerned for its return. No, these were the worst of times for Israel, and the tragedy (as it usually is in such times and places) was that few knew it. 

Finally, according to 1 Samuel 7:2, twenty years of uninterrupted oppression by the Philistines had humbled God’s people. Misery had accomplished what blessing could not. Israel once again cried out to the Lord they had neglected.

Samuel discerned that the people were restless and wanting change, and he knew that times of transition bring out either the best or the worst in people. God called him to build a bridge between the turbulent age of the judges and the new era of the monarchy, and it wasn’t an easy task. There was one thing Samuel knew for certain: king or no king, the nation could never succeed if the people didn’t put the Lord first and trust only in Him. That’s why he called for a meeting at Mizpah, a city in Benjamin, where he challenged God’s covenant people to return to the Lord.

A Pledge of Recommitment

Turn to 1 Samuel 7:3-4, where we read of a pledge of recommitment,

And Samuel said to the whole house of Israel, “If you are returning to the Lord with all your hearts, then rid yourselves of the foreign gods and the Ashtoreths and commit yourselves to the Lord and serve him only, and he will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines.” So the Israelites put away their Baals and Ashtoreths, and served the Lord only. 

The focal point for 1 Samuel 7 is located in verses 3-4. The theme of “serving God only” appears twice: “Fix your hearts on the Lord and serve Him only” and “so the Israelites put away their Baals and Ashtaroth and served the Lord only.” 
 
Samuel begins with a conditional statement: “If you are returning to the Lord with all your hearts, then…” In Hebrew, the phrase “with all of your heart” has been moved to before the nucleus of the sentence and thus emphasized. The phrase points to the importance of the will in the act of repentance in returning to the Lord.
 This is the earliest prophetic use of the term to “repent,” to “return’ to the Lord.

The first aspect of this word of the Lord was the same as that demanded of Jacob: “Get rid of your foreign gods.” A wholehearted fellowship with the living God is incompatible with any and all competing loyalties.
 Samuel’s message is simple and direct. “Repent of your past attitude toward the Lord,” he exhorts. “Renounce the things which are hindering your spiritual life and rededicate yourselves to His service. Then, on the basis of His covenant relationship with you, God will deliver you!”
 This is the key to victory. He declared that repentance from idolatry and loyalty toward God were the prerequisites for blessing.

The second emphasis in Samuel’s message from the Lord to Israel and to us is “Fix your hearts on God.” If the preceding command was negative, this is the positive side of the same truth. An established, or fixed, heart is the opposite of a wavering, vacillating state of mind, which in ordinary circumstances often marks persons caught in the web of heavy grief and sighing. But here was a deliberate and solid decision to toss every other diversion away and to serve God alone.

The third and central theme of Samuel’s message was to “serve Him only.” It is not enough to empty our lives of all the false crutches and idols that we have brazenly erected there; we must also be willing to have this empty service replaced by glad service to the only true and living God. This again was another positive aspect of his message.

Of course, this is not the first time in Scripture we read about serving the Lord only. Moses declared in Deuteronomy 6:13, “Fear the Lord your God, serve him only and take your oaths in his name.” 
Interestingly, I noticed that other English translations do not have the word “only” in this verse. In the original Hebrew, there is no word for “only.” So why does the niv put it there?

Perhaps it is because of a New Testament quotation of this verse. Remember when Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness? We pick up the account in Matthew 4:8-10,

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” 

Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’”
The “only” could be an echo of “serve him only” in 1 Sam. 7:3.

At any rate, Samuel’s message took hold of the Israelite people. We read in 1 Samuel 7:5-6,

Then Samuel said, “Assemble all Israel at Mizpah and I will intercede with the Lord for you.” When they had assembled at Mizpah, they drew water and poured it out before the Lord. On that day they fasted and there they confessed, “We have sinned against the Lord.” And Samuel was leader of Israel at Mizpah.
In Samuel’s call for assembly, he had promised to intercede for the people at Mizpah. Let it be marked down as an extremely important principle that there can be no real, lasting work of God in revival without a genuine work of intercession on behalf of the people of God. Samuel was God’s man who would stand in the gap and perform this ministry of a mediator. Verse 6 notes that after the people assembled, “they drew water and poured it out before the Lord.” There is no parallel to this act in the Old Testament. The Targum interprets this phrase as, “They poured out their hearts in repentance before the Lord.” Apparently, the significance was that just as water poured out on the ground could not be collected again, so the commitment of their lives indicated a similar desire. But perhaps more to the point was the later expression in Lamentations 2:19, “Pour out your heart like water,” or in Psalm 22:15, “poured out like water.” Surely this act signaled a deep contrition and humiliation for their sin. The water in this case may have reflected the tears, grief, and sorrow, the misery that their sins had caused them and for which they now were sorry. They wanted to dedicate themselves.

Samuel planned to lead the people in a time of worship and intercession for deliverance from their enemies, but if they had iniquity in their hearts, the Lord would not hear them (Psalm 66:18). It wasn’t enough just to destroy their idols; the people also had to confess their sins and surrender themselves to the Lord.

A Promise of Rescue

As the Israelites were pledging their recommitment to the Lord, their enemies were also on the move. Reading from verses 7-9,

When the Philistines heard that Israel had assembled at Mizpah, the rulers of the Philistines came up to attack them. And when the Israelites heard of it, they were afraid because of the Philistines. They said to Samuel, “Do not stop crying out to the Lord our God for us, that he may rescue us from the hand of the Philistines.” Then Samuel took a suckling lamb and offered it up as a whole burnt offering to the Lord. He cried out to the Lord on Israel’s behalf, and the Lord answered him.

It is during this convocation that the Philistines choose to attack the defenseless Israelites. They may have felt that the Hebrews were planning to rebel against them. If so, then a confrontation on Israelite soil was preferable to an invasion of their own land. In any event, this unprovoked attack is not what the Hebrews were expecting. They only recently renewed their allegiance to the Lord and might well question, “Is this the way our repentance is to be rewarded?” Such occurrences, however, are not uncommon. Whenever anyone begins to put things right with God, unexpected difficulties arise to test the reality of their dedication.

Mark it well: whenever there are deep stirrings of the Spirit of God in the renewing and reviving of lives, there the evil one will also be just as active in attempting to counter all the good work that has been done. His tricks are too many and varied to be listed here, but the people of God would be foolish to overlook them or to be ignorant of them. Accordingly, just as God was stirring the hearts of Israel at Mizpah, the devil was rousing a mistaken judgment among the Philistines: the Israelites had assembled at Mizpah in order to launch a national revolt against their rule over them.

Just as God promised through Samuel in verse three, “…and he will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines,” we read in verses 10-11,

While Samuel was sacrificing the burnt offering, the Philistines drew near to engage Israel in battle. But that day the Lord thundered with loud thunder against the Philistines and threw them into such a panic that they were routed before the Israelites. The men of Israel rushed out of Mizpah and pursued the Philistines, slaughtering them along the way to a point below Beth Car.

Thus when we turn to God in true repentance, He then will turn to us, and He will remove the terrible source of our anguish. James 4:7 states, “Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” There is no reason for the Christian to live in defeat. First Corinthians 15:57 says, “God gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ,” in 1 John 5:4, “for everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith,” and Romans 8:37, “No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.”
A Prompt of Remembrance

Finally, we see a prompt of remembrance. Verses 12-13 read,
Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Shen. He named it Ebenezer, saying, “Thus far has the Lord helped us.” So the Philistines were subdued and did not invade Israelite territory again.

So that such a remarkable deliverance would not be allowed to sink into oblivion, Samuel’s set up a memorial stone, much like our war memorials. But Samuel’s stone recalled not the names of the dead but the living God, the Helper of his people. Ebenezer means “stone of help” or “stone of the Helper,” a name frequently applied to the Lord, such as the refrain in Psalm 115:9-11, “He is their help and their shield.”

The setting up of stones to commemorate significant events has been a part of the Hebrew culture since Jacob set up a memorial at Bethel (Gen. 28:20–22; 35:14). Joshua set up twelve stones in the midst of the Jordan (Josh. 4:9) and twelve more on the western bank at Gilgal to mark the place where the waters opened and Israel crossed into the Promised Land (Josh. 4:1–8, 19–21). A great heap of stones in the Achor Valley reminded the Jews of Achan’s disobedience (Josh. 7:24–26), and another heap marked the burial place of the king of Ai (Josh. 8:29). Another heap stood at a cave at Makkedah to mark where five kings had been defeated and slain (Josh. 10:25–27). Before his death, Joshua set up a “witness stone” to remind the Israelites of their vow to serve the Lord alone and obey Him (Josh. 24:26–28).

Because all of us are prone to forget those times when we were in deep trouble and how God has rescued us so wonderfully, it is altogether appropriate that we set up certain memorials to aid our frail memories. God had helped them when they no more deserved to be helped than we are. But it was also meant to be an encouragement for the new trials of tomorrow. There is nothing to fear when we walk by faith, conscious that our sins have been forgiven and that we serve the Lord alone.
To serve God alone, therefore, is to make Him sole Lord. It is to recognize and serve no other master or rival. With a heart fixed unreservedly on Him, all forms of vacillation, ambivalence, and double-mindedness are utterly rejected and repented of. We must choose this day whom we will serve, just as Joshua declared he would. And it is time we also confessed with Israel of old and the hymn writer:

Here I raise my Ebenezer,

Hither by thy help I’ve come;

And I hope by Thy good pleasure,

Safely to arrive at home.

Has it not been too long since we last saw the fires of genuine, nation-wide revival sweep our land? Have we not sensed a yearning for authenticity and whole-hearted service for the living God without staleness, boredom, and lack-luster dullness? 

It is time for revival to begin in the house of God. The spiritual state of the church is mixed today, but if a generalization may be permitted, in proportion to our numbers the church has been outclassed when it comes to general effectiveness and the production of lasting results. Few in society, government, or crime fear our prayers or sense the dynamic power of the resurrection to the degree they should. Is this not a distressing signal that revival is needed?

May the Lord of the church come and revive His church again and call each of His own to a new basis for serving Him only.
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