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So they read distinctly from the book, in the Law of God; 
and they gave the sense, and 

helped them to understand the reading.
(Nehemiah 8:8)
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Outline

  I.  Samuel (1 Sam. 1-7)
   1.  Birth and childhood (1-2)
   2.  Early ministry (3)
   3.  Saga of the Ark (4-6)
   4.  Samuel's influence (7)

  II. Saul (1 Sam. 8-15)
1.  Israel:  We want a king (8)

    2.  Saul made king (9-12)
    3.  Early victories (12)
    4.  The rebuke of Saul (13:1-15)
    5.  The wars of Saul (13:16-14:52)
    6.  The rejection of Saul (15:1-35)

  III.  David (1 Sam. 16-1 Sam. 31)
1.  The shepherd (16-17)

    2.  The servant (18-19)
    3.  The exile (20-31) 
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Study Questions
for 

1 Samuel 4

1. The reason for the Israelites defeat in war was often because of   
sin.  In this chapter, no one even asked the Lord whether they 
should fight the Philistines in the first place.  Can you think of a time 
when you were "at war" with someone or something, and had not 
even considered God's will for the situation?  What was the 
outcome?  

2. The Israelites thought that by bringing in the Ark of the Covenant 
into their camp, they would have victory.  But after it was brought 
in, 30,000 men were killed - more than seven times as many than  
in the first battle.  Do we ever put more emphasis on something "of 
God" rather than God himself when we find ourselves in difficult 
situations?  
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3.  When Eli heard of the news of the death of his sons and the capture 
of the Ark of the Covenant, he fell over, broke his neck and died.  
This fall symbolizes his family's fall from the priesthood and the 
abomination that his sons began.  Although, maybe not to this 
extent,  has there been a time that sin has caused a significant 
change in your life?  What were the consequences?  What was your 
response?

 4.  Although the Israelites experienced the loss of God's divine glory and 
protection, His presence would return to His people.  Have you ever 
felt yourself in a lonely dark place, but when you turned back to 
Him, He was faithful to be right where you needed Him?  We are 
always the ones to leave His glory - He never fails.
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With the Word Bible Commentary 

Three tragedies are recorded here.

Defeat. Eli’s two sons wanted God’s help but not God’s holiness. They 
wanted God for the crisis experiences of life but not in their daily ministry 
(1 Sam. 2:12–17). They thought that the presence of the ark would assure 
victory, but their superstitious faith had no foundation. Beware “using” God 
to solve your problems if your life is not yielded to Him.
Death. The bad news from the battlefield brought death to Eli and his 
daughter-in-law. In Eli’s case, it was a judgment from God; in the mother’s 
case, it was the result of her burden for the glory of God. Phinehas was an 
ungodly man, but his wife must have been a godly woman to speak as 
she did.
Departure. The glory of God dwelt with Israel (Exod. 40:34–35; Rom. 
9:4), but their sin forced God to depart at an hour when they most needed 
Him (Ps. 78:56–64). Israel had neither the ark nor the glory of God; they 
were naked before their enemies. Had they been concerned about God’s 
glory, they would have repented of their sins and obeyed Him, but it was 
too late.

Naming the Baby
Would you want your name to be Ichabod, “Where is the glory”? Or Ben-
Oni, “Son of my sorrow” (Gen. 35:16–20)? Or Jabez, “He will cause 
pain” (1 Chron. 4:9–10)? Or Beriah, “Tragedy” (1 Chron. 7:23)? Our first 
birth identifies us with defeat, but the new birth identifies us with victory (1 
John 5:1–5). When you trust Jesus Christ, your life changes in many 
wonderful ways.

Wiersbe, W. W. (1991). With the Word Bible Commentary (1 Sa 4:1). 
Nashville: Thomas Nelson.
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Matthew Henry

 

 

The predictions in the foregoing chapters concerning the ruin of Eli’s house here 
begin to be fulfilled; how long after does not appear, but certainly not long. Such 
sinners God often makes quick work with. Here is, I. The disgrace and loss Israel 
sustained in an encounter with the Philistines (v. 1, 2). II. Their foolish project to fortify 
themselves by bringing the ark of God into their camp upon the shoulders of Hophni 
and Phinehas (v. 3, 4), which made them secure (v. 5) and struck a fear into the 
Philistines, but such a fear as roused them (v. 6–9). III. The fatal consequences of it: 
Israel was beaten, and the ark taken prisoner (v. 10, 11). IV. The tidings of this 
brought to Shiloh, and the sad reception of those tidings. 1. The city was put into 
confusion (v. 12, 13). 2. Eli fainted away, fell, and broke his neck (v. 14–18). 3. Upon 
hearing what had occurred his daughter-in-law fell in labour, bore a son, but died 
immediately (v. 19–22). These were the things which would make the ears of those 
that heard them to tingle.

The first words of this paragraph, which relate to Samuel, that his word came to all 
Israel, seem not to have any reference to the following story, as if it was by any 
direction of his that the Israelites went out against the Philistines. Had they consulted 
him, though but newly initiated as a prophet, his counsel might have stood them in 
more stead than the presence of the ark did; but perhaps the princes of Israel 
despised his youth, and would not have recourse to him as an oracle, and he did not 
as yet interpose in public affairs; nor do we find any mention of his name 
henceforward till some years after (ch.7:3), only his word came to all Israel, that is, 
people from all parts that were piously disposed had recourse to him as a prophet 
and consulted him. Perhaps it is meant of his prophecy against the house of Eli. This 
was generally known and talked of, and all that were serious and observing compared 
the events here related, when they came to pass, with the prophecy, and saw it 
accomplished in them. Here is, (1) A war entered into with the Philistines, v. 1. It was 
an attempt to throw off the yoke of their oppression, and would have succeeded better 
if they had first repented and reformed, and so begun their work at the right end. It is 
computed that this was about the middle of the forty years’ dominion that the 
Philistines had over Israel (Jdg. 13:1) and soon after the death of Samson; so bishop 
Patrick, who thinks the slaughter he made at his death might encourage this attempt; 
but Dr. Lightfoot reckons it forty years after Samson’s death, for so long Eli judged, v. 
18.  (2) The defeat of Israel in that war, v. 2. Israel, who were the aggressors, were 
smitten, and had 4000 men killed upon the spot. God had promised that one of them 
should chase a thousand; but now, on the contrary, Israel is smitten before the 
Philistines. Sin, the accursed thing, was in the camp, and gave their enemies all 
the advantage against them they could wish for.



(3) The measures they concerted for another engagement. A council of 
war was called, and, instead of resolving to fast and pray and amend their 
lives, so ill taught were they (and no wonder when they had such teachers) 
that, 1. They quarrelled with God for appearing against them (v. 3): 
Wherefore has the Lord smitten us? If they meant this as an enquiry into 
the cause of God’s displeasure, they needed not go far to find that out. It 
was plain enough; Israel had sinned, though they were not willing to see it 
and own it. But it rather seems that they expostulate boldly with God about 
it, are displeased at what God has done, and dispute the matter with him. 
They own the hand of God in their trouble (so far was right): “It is the Lord 
that has smitten us;’ ’ but, instead of submitting to it, they quarrel with it, 
and speak as those that are angry at him and his providence, and not 
aware of any just provocation they have given him: “Wherefore shall we, 
that are Israelites, be smitten before the Philistines? How absurd and 
unjust is it!’ ’ Note, The foolishness of man perverts his way, and then his 
heart frets against the Lord (Prov. 19:3) and finds fault with him.  (4) The 
great joy there was in the camp of Israel when the ark was brought into it 
(v. 5): They shouted, so that the earth rang again. Now they thought 
themselves sure of victory, and therefore gave a triumphant shout before 
the battle, as if the day was without fail their own, intending, by this mighty 
shout, to animate themselves and their own forces, and to intimidate their 
adversaries. Note, Carnal people triumph much in the external privileges 
and performances of religion, and build much upon them, as if these would 
infallibly save them, and as if the ark, God’s throne, in the camp, would 
bring them to heaven, though the world and the flesh should be upon the 
throne in the heart.  (5) The consternation into which the bringing of the 
ark into the camp of Israel put the Philistines. The two armies lay so near 
encamped that the Philistines heard the shout the Israelites gave on this 
great occasion. They soon understood what it was they triumphed in (v. 6), 
and were afraid of the consequences. For, 1. It had never been done 
before in their days: God has come into their camp, and therefore woe 
unto us (v. 7), and again, woe unto us, v. 8. The name of the God of Israel 
was formidable even to those that worshipped other gods, and some 
apprehensions even the infidels had of the danger of contending with 
them.  
Here is a short account of the issue of this battle.
I. Israel was smitten, the army dispersed and totally routed, not retiring into 
the camp, as before (v. 2) when they hoped to rally again, but returning to 
their tents, every man shifting for his own safety and making the best of his 
way home, despairing to make head any more; and 30,000 were slain in 
the field of battle, v. 10.



We have here another melancholy story, that carries on the desolations of 
Eli’s house, and the sorrowful feeling which the tidings of the ark’s captivity 
excited. It is concerning the wife of Phinehas, one of those ungracious 
sons of Eli that had brought all this mischief on Israel. It cost her her life, 
though young, as well as that of her father-in-law, that was old; for many a 
green head, as well as many a hoary head, has been brought by sorrow to 
the grave: it worketh death. By what is here related of her it appears,
(1) That she was a woman of a very tender spirit. Providence so ordered it 
that, just at this time, she was near her time; and our Saviour hath said, 
Woe to those that are with child, or give suck, in such days as these, Mt. 
24:19. So little joy will there then be in the birth, even of a man-child, that it 
will be said, Blessed are the wombs that bear not, Lu. 23:29. The amazing 
news coming at this unhappy juncture, it put her into labour, as great frights 
or other strong passions sometimes do. When she heard of the death of 
her father-in-law whom she reverenced, and her husband whom, bad as he 
was, she loved, but especially of the loss of the ark, she travailed, for her 
pains came thickly upon her (v. 19), and the tidings so seized her spirits, at 
a time when they needed all possible supports, that, though she had 
strength to bear the child, she, soon after, fainted and died away, being 
very willing to let life go when she had lost the greatest comforts of her life. 
Those who are drawing near to that trying hour have need to treasure up 
for themselves comforts from the covenant of grace, to balance, not only 
the usual sorrows, but any thing extraordinary that may add to the grief 
which they do not foresee. Faith, at such a time, will keep from fainting, Ps. 
27:13. (2) That she was a woman of a very gracious spirit though matched 
to a wicked husband. Her concern for the death of her husband and father-
in-law was an evidence of her natural affection; but her much greater 
concern for the loss of the ark was an evidence of her pious and devout 
affection to God and sacred things. The former helped to hasten her travail, 
but it appears by her dying words that the latter lay nearer her heart (v. 22): 
She said, The glory has departed from Israel, not lamenting so much the 
sinking of that particular family to which she was related as the general 
calamity of Israel in the captivity of the ark. This, this was it that was her 
grief, that was her death.  Note, (1.) The purity and plenty of God’s 
ordinances, and the tokens of his presence in them, are the glory of any 
people, much more so than their wealth, and trade, and interest, among 
the nations. 2. Nothing is more cutting, more killing, to a faithful Israelite, 
than the want and loss of these. If God go, the glory goes, and all good 
goes. Woe unto us if he depart!

Henry, M. (1994). Matthew Henry’s commentary on the whole Bible: Complete 
and unabridged in one volume (1 Sa 4:19–22). Peabody: Hendrickson.


