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Title: A Faulty Religion 

 

Sermon Summary: Drawing from 1 Samuel chapter 4, this sermon examines the catastrophic 

defeat of Israel at the hands of the Philistines and the spiritual conditions that led to it. Rather 

than repenting and turning to God after their initial defeat, the elders of Israel chose to bring the 

Ark of the Covenant into battle, believing the physical object itself would secure God's blessing 

and victory. The result was a far greater slaughter, the death of Eli's corrupt sons Hophni and 

Phinehas, the capture of the Ark, and the deaths of Eli and his daughter-in-law. The sermon 

draws a sharp distinction between genuine obedience to God and the substitution of religious 

activity or objects in place of true submission to His Word. The central warning is that people 

cannot manufacture God's blessing through religious ritual while living in disobedience. True 

faith expressed through obedience to God's commands is what God desires, not superstitious 

reliance on religious symbols, traditions, or practices as a substitute for a genuine relationship 

with Him. 

 

Key Points: 

- The defeat of Israel should have prompted self-examination and repentance, not a superstitious 

solution 

- The elders asked the right question -- why has God allowed this defeat -- but pursued the wrong 

remedy by fetching the Ark rather than seeking God Himself 

- Bringing the Ark into battle represented misplaced faith, trusting a religious object to override 

disobedience to God 

- God will not be manipulated or controlled through religious formulas, objects, or rituals 

- Putting God in a box means limiting Him to our expectations, trying to control His responses 

through religious activity, or reducing Him to an object or formula 

- The shouting and enthusiasm of Israel in the camp did not reflect genuine faith and did not 

secure God's favor 

- God's word of judgment on Eli's house came to pass exactly as He had spoken it, demonstrating 

the absolute reliability of Scripture 

- Obedience to God is more important than religious activity; Jesus said in John 14:15 that those 

who love Him will keep His commandments 

- Many professing Christians speak of a great God but live practically as though He does not 

exist or does not require obedience 

- A difficult circumstance is not automatically a sign of God's judgment, but it should prompt a 

believer to examine whether there is unconfessed sin or disobedience in their life 
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- The name Ichabod, meaning the glory has departed, marked the spiritual low point of Israel's 

misplaced trust 

- God raises up faithful voices like Samuel even in the darkest times of spiritual corruption 

 

Scripture Reference: 

- 1 Samuel 4:1-22 (primary passage) 

- Numbers 14:39-45 (Israel's presumptuous battle at Hormah) 

- Judges 20:17-48 (Benjamin's civil war and Israel's repeated defeats before ultimate victory) 

- Psalm 139:23-24 (search me, O God, and know my heart) 

- Psalm 119:160 (God's Word is true from the beginning) 

- John 14:15 (if you love Me, keep My commandments) 

- Nehemiah 8 (the goal of Bible teaching is understanding) 

- Exodus 25 (instructions for building the Ark of the Covenant) 

- Deuteronomy 27-28 (blessings for obedience, curses for disobedience) 

 

Stories: 

- Israel's defeat at Hormah in Numbers 14, where the people presumed to fight after God told 

them not to go up, resulting in defeat by the Amalekites and Canaanites 

- The Battle of Ai in Joshua 7, where Israel suffered defeat because of sin in the camp, and God 

told Joshua to rise and deal with the sin before victory could come 

- The seven cycles of sin in the book of Judges, where Israel's repeated disobedience led God to 

strengthen their enemies against them 

- The civil war against Benjamin in Judges 20, where Israel asked God whether to go up to 

battle, God said yes, and yet they suffered massive losses twice before God granted them victory 

on the third attempt, illustrating that suffering in obedience can draw believers closer to God 

- The construction and dedication of the Tabernacle in Exodus, where God's glory filled the tent 

when everything was done according to His instructions, contrasted with the corruption that had 

overtaken the priesthood by the time of 1 Samuel 

- The Battle of Jericho in Joshua 6, where the Ark was present in the march around the city and 

the walls fell, demonstrating that the power belonged to God, not the object 

- A personal illustration of a friend who drove drunk while trusting a religious figurine hanging 

from his rearview mirror for protection 
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- An account of observing practices in a Catholic church and asking questions about the meaning 

of holy water, the Eucharist, and other rituals as examples of trusting religious forms rather than 

God Himself 

- An illustration of people burying a religious idol in their yard hoping it would help sell their 

house 

- The story of Jonah referenced briefly as an example of God going to great lengths to bring a 

disobedient servant back to Himself 
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Discipleship Questions 

The elders of Israel asked the right question after their defeat -- 'Why has the Lord allowed this?' 

-- but then pursued the wrong solution by fetching the ark rather than repenting; in what ways do 

we tend to diagnose our spiritual problems correctly but then reach for the wrong remedy? 

The sermon draws a distinction between seeking God's blessings and seeking God himself -- 

how can a person honestly evaluate whether their prayer life and religious activity is driven by a 

desire for God or a desire for what God can provide? 

Israel's confidence was loud and visible as they shouted when the ark entered the camp, yet they 

were walking in deep disobedience; what does this teach us about the danger of mistaking 

emotional enthusiasm in worship for genuine faithfulness to God? 

The sermon points out that God sometimes allows His people to experience defeat not as 

abandonment but as an invitation to draw closer to Him, as seen in Judges 20 -- how does this 

reframe the way you think about seasons of struggle or unanswered prayer in your own life? 

The sermon describes 'putting God in a box' as limiting Him to our expectations, trying to control 

Him through religious formulas, or reducing Him to an object or tradition -- which of these 

tendencies do you find most subtle and therefore most dangerous in your own walk with God? 

Israel wanted God's presence and power without submitting to God's words, which the pastor 

compares to modern practices like trusting in baptism, communion, or church attendance as a 

kind of spiritual insurance -- how do we guard against turning genuinely good spiritual 

disciplines into substitutes for true obedience? 

The name Ichabod, meaning 'the glory has departed,' was given at a moment of national and 

personal catastrophe -- what conditions in a church, a family, or an individual life might signal 

that God's active presence and blessing have quietly withdrawn? 

Psalm 139 is referenced as a model for inviting God to search our hearts and reveal any wicked 

way in us -- what would it look like practically to make this kind of honest self-examination a 

regular part of your spiritual life rather than a crisis response? 

The sermon notes that the Philistines had a genuine fear of the God of Israel based on historical 

knowledge of His power, while Israel themselves were treating Him carelessly -- what does it 

say about the state of our own faith when those outside the church sometimes take the 

consequences of God's holiness more seriously than those inside it? 

Jesus said in John 14:15 that love for Him is demonstrated through keeping His commandments, 

and the sermon challenges listeners to consider whether they profess a big God on Sunday but 

live practically as atheists the rest of the week -- what is one specific area of your life where your 

daily choices either confirm or contradict what you say you believe about God? 
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Small Group Guide: A Faulty Religion 

Based on 1 Samuel 4 

 

Overview 

This week's sermon walked through one of the most sobering chapters in the Old Testament. 

Israel suffered a devastating military defeat not because God was absent, but because the people 

wanted God's blessing without God's obedience. Rather than repenting of their sin, they fetched 

the ark of the covenant and trusted a religious object to save them. The result was catastrophic. 

This guide will help your group reflect honestly on where faulty religion might be showing up in 

your own lives. 

 

Key Takeaways 

• A difficult circumstance should cause a believer to examine his or her life, not simply 

reach for a religious solution. 

• Israel asked the right question -- "Why has the Lord allowed this defeat?" -- but gave the 

wrong answer. They ran to the ark instead of running to God. 

• Wanting God's blessing without obeying God's words is not faith. It is superstition. 

• Religious activity, no matter how sincere or enthusiastic, cannot substitute for genuine 

obedience. 

• God's Word came to pass exactly as He said it would. Every one of His righteous 

judgments endures forever (Psalm 119:160). 

• Jesus said in John 14:15 that love for Him is demonstrated through keeping His 

commandments, not through performing religious rituals. 

 

Icebreaker 

Think of a superstition you have heard of or witnessed -- something a person did hoping it would 

bring good luck or protection. Share it with the group. 

• What made that behavior feel logical to the person doing it? 

• What does that kind of thinking reveal about human nature? 
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Discussion Questions 

Section 1: The Unexpected Defeat 

1. The sermon pointed out several moments in Scripture -- Hormah, Ai, Judges 20 -- where 

God's people suffered defeat. What common threads did you notice in those situations? 

What does that pattern teach us about how God works? 

2. A difficult circumstance is not automatically a sign of God's judgment, pointing to Job as 

an example. At the same time, difficulty should cause a Christian to ask whether there is 

sin in his or her life. How do you personally find the balance between those two truths 

when something goes wrong? 

3. In Judges 20, Israel asked God twice whether they should go into battle, and both times 

they were defeated before finally receiving victory. What do you think God was doing 

through those two defeats? What does that teach you about how God sometimes works in 

seasons of repeated struggle? 

 

Section 2: The Religious Substitute 

4. The elders of Israel asked a good question in verse 3 -- "Why has the Lord allowed this 

defeat?" -- but then reached for the wrong solution. Can you think of a time in your own 

life when you correctly identified that something was wrong spiritually but then reached 

for a religious solution instead of genuine repentance and obedience? 

5. The sermon described several ways people put God in a box -- limiting Him, trying to 

control Him through formulas, or reducing Him to an object or experience. Which of 

those tendencies do you think is most common in modern Christian culture? Which one 

are you most personally prone to? 

6. The sermon listed several religious activities -- church attendance, baptism, communion, 

giving -- and noted that any of them can become a substitute for obedience if a person is 

trusting the activity rather than God. How do you know the difference in your own heart 

between doing something out of genuine love and obedience versus doing it to earn or 

manipulate God's blessing? 

7. Israel shouted so loudly when the ark arrived that the ground shook. The enemy was 

nervous. And yet Israel still lost. The sermon made the point that enthusiasm and volume 

in worship have no bearing on whether a person is actually obeying God. What does 

genuine, obedient worship look like in contrast to emotionally charged but disobedient 

religion? 

 

Section 3: The Catastrophic Consequence 
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8. Everything God said through Samuel came to pass exactly as He said -- the death of 

Hophni and Phinehas, the fall of Eli, the taking of the ark. What does this tell you about 

the seriousness with which God treats unrepentant sin, even among His own people? 

9. The dying daughter-in-law named her son Ichabod, meaning "the glory has departed." 

She was more grieved over the loss of the ark than over the deaths of her husband and 

father-in-law. What does that tell you about how deeply misplaced her understanding of 

God had become? Is it possible for a person today to grieve the loss of religious things 

more than the loss of genuine closeness with God? 

10. The sermon closed with this challenge: "You might profess to believe in God, but are you 

living every day practically like an atheist?" What does it look like practically to live as 

though God is real and present and watching, versus living as though He is not? Where is 

the gap most noticeable in your own daily life? 

 

Personal Reflection Questions 

Take a few minutes individually before sharing with the group. 

• What has God clearly told you to do that you have not yet done? 

• What has God clearly told you to stop doing that you have not yet stopped? 

• Is there any area of your life where you are doing religious things while ignoring what 

God has actually commanded? 

• Are you seeking God Himself, or are you primarily seeking what God can give you? 

 

Practical Applications 

This week, choose at least one of the following: 

1. Set aside time to pray through Psalm 139:23-24, asking God to search your heart and 

reveal any area of disobedience or misplaced trust. Write down what He shows you and 

take one concrete step toward obedience. 

2. Identify one religious habit or practice in your life and honestly evaluate why you do it. Is 

it an act of love and obedience, or has it become a formula you use to feel right with 

God? Talk to God honestly about what you find. 

3. Memorize John 14:15. Meditate on it throughout the week and ask yourself at the end of 

each day whether your actions reflected love for Christ expressed through obedience. 

4. If there is a specific area of sin or disobedience you have been avoiding, bring it before 

God this week. Confess it, forsake it, and take the first practical step toward walking in 

obedience in that area. 

5. Read 1 Samuel 5 and 6 on your own before next week to see what happened when the ark 

entered the camp of the Philistines. Come prepared to share one thing that stood out to 

you. 
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Closing Prayer Focus 

Close your group time by praying together over the following: 

• That God would reveal any area where you have been trusting religious activity rather 

than obeying His Word 

• That your group would grow in genuine love for God expressed through real obedience 

• That anyone in your group or in your circles of influence who has never truly trusted 

Christ would come to saving faith before it is too late 

 

Scripture references from this sermon: 1 Samuel 4, Numbers 14:39-45, Joshua 7, Judges 3, 

Judges 6, Judges 20:17-48, Psalm 119:160, Psalm 139:23-24, John 14:15, Deuteronomy 27-28, 

Nehemiah 8, Romans 8:28, 1 John 1:9, Romans 10:9-10, Romans 10:13, John 3:16, Luke 16 
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5-Day Bible Reading and Devotional Guide 

Based on the Sermon "A Faulty Religion" from 1 Samuel 4 

 

Day 1: When Defeat Becomes a Door 

Reading: 1 Samuel 4:1-3; Psalm 139:23-24 

Devotional: Israel suffered a crushing defeat and asked the right question -- "Why has the Lord 

smitten us?" -- but then ran in the wrong direction. Defeat, difficulty, and disappointment are not 

always signs of God's absence. Sometimes they are invitations to draw near. God uses hard 

providences to expose what we are truly trusting. Before reaching for a religious solution, stop 

and ask what God may be exposing in your life. The Psalmist modeled the better response: 

"Search me, O God, and know my heart." That honest prayer opens the door to genuine 

restoration. Run to God, not to a substitute. 

Reflection Questions: 

• When difficulty comes, is your first instinct to seek God or to seek a solution? 

• Is there an area of your life where God may be using hardship to get your attention? 

Practical Application: Spend five minutes in silence today and pray the words of Psalm 139:23-

24 slowly and sincerely. Write down anything that comes to mind as you ask God to search your 

heart. 

 

Day 2: The Danger of a Box Religion 

Reading: 1 Samuel 4:3-5; John 14:15; Isaiah 29:13 

Devotional: Israel did not say, "Let us seek the Lord." They said, "Let us fetch the ark." They 

wanted the presence and power of God without the obedience God required. This is the essence 

of a faulty religion -- performing the outward forms of faith while the heart remains far from 

God. Jesus made the connection between love and obedience unmistakably clear when He said 

that those who love Him will keep His commandments. Religious activity was never designed to 

replace a surrendered heart. Baptism, church attendance, giving, and prayer are all meaningful -- 

but only when they flow from genuine love and obedience, not as substitutes for them. 

Reflection Questions: 
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• Are there religious habits in your life that have become a way of managing your 

relationship with God rather than deepening it? 

• What would it look like to pursue God Himself rather than His blessings? 

Practical Application: Examine one religious habit you practice regularly. Ask honestly 

whether it flows from love and obedience or whether it has become a routine you trust in place of 

genuine surrender. 

 

Day 3: You Cannot Put God in a Box 

Reading: Deuteronomy 28:1-2, 15; Numbers 14:39-45 

Devotional: The children of Israel in Numbers 14 were told not to go up to battle. They went 

anyway, presuming God would be with them, and they were routed. God is not bound by our 

expectations, our formulas, or our religious confidence. He is holy, sovereign, and not subject to 

manipulation. When we reduce God to a system -- "if I do this, He must do that" -- we have 

constructed an idol in His image rather than worshipping Him as He truly is. The blessings of 

Deuteronomy 28 were always tied to one condition: careful obedience to God's voice. His 

blessing follows His Word, not our rituals. 

Reflection Questions: 

• Have you ever approached God with a formula, expecting a specific outcome because of 

something you did? 

• In what ways might you be limiting God by expecting Him to work only within your 

assumptions? 

Practical Application: Read Deuteronomy 28:1-2 and write a brief prayer surrendering one area 

of your life where you have been telling God how to work rather than trusting Him to work as 

He sees fit. 

 

Day 4: The Word of God Always Comes to Pass 

Reading: 1 Samuel 4:10-18; Psalm 119:160; Isaiah 55:10-11 

Devotional: Everything God said would happen to Eli's house came to pass exactly as He said. 

Hophni and Phinehas died on the same day. Eli fell and died. The ark was taken. God's Word is 

not a suggestion and His warnings are not empty threats. Psalm 119:160 declares that God's 

Word is true from its very beginning and that every one of His righteous judgments endures 

forever. This truth should produce reverence, not fear, in the heart of the believer who is walking 
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in obedience. The same God whose judgments are certain is also the God whose promises are 

certain. His Word stands in both directions. 

Reflection Questions: 

• Is there a warning from Scripture you have been treating as optional or unlikely to apply 

to you? 

• How does the certainty of God's Word deepen your confidence in His promises? 

Practical Application: Identify one promise from Scripture you have been struggling to believe. 

Write it down alongside one of God's warnings that has proven true in your own experience or in 

Scripture. Let the certainty of the warning strengthen your confidence in the promise. 

 

Day 5: Running to God Before It Is Too Late 

Reading: 1 Samuel 4:19-22; James 4:8; 1 John 1:9 

Devotional: Ichabod. "The glory has departed." These are among the most sorrowful words in 

all of Scripture. A child was born into a moment of catastrophic loss, named after the absence of 

God's glory. What a warning to every generation. The glory of God does not depart from a 

people who are humbly seeking Him. It departs when His people persistently choose substitutes 

over surrender. But the gospel offers what 1 Samuel 4 could not -- a way back. James 4:8 

promises that if we draw near to God, He will draw near to us. First John 1:9 assures us that 

confession brings cleansing. The door is open. Run through it today. 

Reflection Questions: 

• In what areas of your life has the glory of God grown dim because of neglect or 

disobedience? 

• What is one step you can take today to draw near to God rather than away from Him? 

Practical Application: Pray through 1 John 1:9 as a personal confession. Name specific areas 

where you have strayed, receive God's promised forgiveness, and commit to one concrete act of 

obedience this week that reflects genuine love for Christ. 

 

 


