
“Powerless Religion vs. Powerful Relationship”
1 Samuel 4

Powerless religion puts power in symbols of faith rather than in the Source of faith (1-4)
Because of Samuel’s relationship with the Lord, Samuel continued to grow up for the Lord in a way that 

was positive and that gained the attention of all of Israel. At the same time, however, Eli, Hophni, and Phinehas 
continued to lead Israel in a way that was negative. The results of their leadership become clear and 
devastating in 1 Samuel 4. Israel was in a battle with the Philistines, and the Israelites not only had lost the 
battle but also had lost thousands of men in the battle. Israel knew that God fought for His people. They knew 
that God had the power to win their battles, so their question was reasonable: Why did God defeat us in this 
battle? However, the way that they answer the question reveals the true answer to the question that they had 
asked. Rather than seeking the Lord to provide an answer to their question, the Israelites seek a symbol of the 
Lord, which was the Ark of the Covenant, to be the answer to their question. In fact, the Israelites saw the Ark 
of the Covenant as equivalent to the Lord, personalizing this symbol of faith and trusting in this symbol of faith 
to somehow magically bring them protection and victory over the Philistines. In this action, we see that the 
Israelites had replaced a powerful relationship with God for a powerless religion about God, trusting in a 
symbol of faith rather than in the Source of faith.
1. Read 1 Sam. 4:3. Did God defeat them that day? If so, what should have been Israel’s response to that 

defeat?
2. Read 1 Sam. 4:3 again. Discuss what the Israelites say about the Ark of the Covenant that reveals the 

reality of their misplaced faith.
3. Do people still misplace their faith in symbols of faith rather than in the Source of faith? If so, in what ways? 

What are some examples?
4. Have you ever — are you — putting power in symbols of faith? If so, what do you need to do to correct this 

in your faith?

Powerless religion tries to use God rather than to be used by God (1-4)
Another problem with the answer that the Israelites came up with for their problem was that their 

answer attempted to manipulate God. Rather than an availability and surrender to be used by God, the 
Israelites were trying to use God for themselves. Rather than calling out to God and waiting to hear from God, 
the Israelites were attempting to force God into action on their behalf. They were attempting to force His power 
to work for them on their timeline and in their way. By bringing the Ark of the Covenant to the battle field, the 
Israelites believed that they were bringing God into the battle. They thought that this symbol of God had the full 
power and presence of God. They thought that their action in trusting in the Ark would obligate God to fight on 
their behalf. They equated the Ark of the Covenant with God, and they were wrong. God can’t and won’t be 
manipulated. God can’t and won’t be used. Powerless religion always attempts to use God and to manipulate 
God for selfish gain. Powerless religion misses the point of relationship and fails to surrender, communicate, 
and wait on the Lord.
1. Read 1 Sam. 4:3 again. Who makes the decision on what to do in these verses? What did the Israelites fail 

to do?
2. Have you ever taken action to try to force God into action instead of calling on and waiting on God in your 

life? If so, share with the group about that experience and what you learned from that experience.
3. In what ways do people still try to use God rather than to be used by God?
4. Pray for each other for protection from the temptation to attempt to manipulate God in our faith.



Powerless religion about God is no different than powerless religion to false gods (5-9)
When the Ark of the Covenant finally arrived to the battle field, the Israelites shouted for joy! They were 

full of confidence and excitement because God was now with them. They could see the Ark, and the presence 
of the Ark was their hope. The problem with their reaction is that it revealed that their faith was no different than 
the faith of the Philistines. When the Philistines heard the shouts of Israelites and realized that the Ark of the 
Covenant had been brought into the camp of the Israelites, they were full of fear. They came from a pagan 
religion that equated symbols and idols with gods. They had heard of the power of the God of Israel and all that 
He had done to the Egyptians, so they were overcome with fear about what the God of the Israelites would do 
now that He was with them on the battlefield. In the reactions of the Israelites and the Philistines to the Ark of 
the Covenant, we see that the Israelite’s religion about God was no different than the powerless religion of the 
Philistines to their false gods. The Israelites had made the Ark of the Covenant an idol, and they were about to 
find out how powerless religion about God truly is.
1. Read 1 Sam. 4:5-9. What are the similarities in the responses of the Israelites and the Philistines regarding 

their faith in the Ark of the Covenant?
2. How does the actions of the Israelites point to the heart of the Israelites in focusing on a religion about God 

rather than on a relationship with God?
3. In what ways are Christians still prone to a powerless religion about God? Has anyone in the group come 

out of a background where they once followed a powerless religion about God? Allow one or two people to 
share their testimony.

4. Pray for the lost, for those worshiping false God’s, and for those who have a religion about God in their 
lives. Pray for God’s work of conviction, illumination, and salvation in their hearts.

Powerless religion ends in God’s judgment rather than in God’s blessing (10-22)
The Israelites went into the battle with the confidence of God’s presence with them, and the Philistines 

went into the battle with the determination to fight harder than ever against the Israelites. The result was 
devastating defeat for the Israelites. While they lost thousands in the earlier battle, the Israelites lost tens of 
thousands in this battle. They retreated from the Philistines and fled back to their homes. The Ark of the 
Covenant was captured by the Philistines, and God’s judgment on Eli and his sons was carried out. The 
Israelites discovered the hard way that powerless religion ends in God’s judgment rather than in God’s 
blessing.
1. God’s Word had said that judgment was coming on Eli and his sons, and it came. Given the truth and 

power of His Word, what does this fulfillment of God’s Word remind us that we need to listen to and trust in 
in our lives? What are some practical ways that you can do this in your life?

2. God allowed the Ark of the Covenant to be captured and allowed a devastating defeat of His people. Why? 
What does this remind us about the priorities of the Lord in our lives?

3. Read 1 Sam. 4:22. Discuss what Phinehas’ wife says in this verse. Is this true? Why or why not?
4. Compare the passage today to the passage last week about Samuel’s relationship with God. In your life, 

do you have a powerless religion about God or a powerful relationship with God? Pray for each other and 
for our faith family that our church will be a place that grows real relationship with God.


