
1 Samuel 6

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 6

1. The Philistines were told to return the Ark of the Lord with a guilt, or 
trespass, offering.  In doing so, this would have been a payment to 
the deity in an attempt to avert His wrath upon them.  Are there 
"offerings" we need to make in order to prevent the wrath of sin 
upon us?  How is that accomplished?

2. When the cart arrived in the field of Joshua, the people broke up 
the wood of the cart and sacrificed the cows as a burnt offering.  
This burnt offering could have been for forgiveness of sin, but it 
was more likely an expression of love or thanksgiving.  When we 
ask for forgiveness of our sin, we need to remember to express our 
love and thanksgiving to God for sending the Holy Spirit to be our 
"Ark of the Lord".
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3. The Lord killed those who looked into the Ark because physical 
contact was prohibited, as was looking inside it.  Those who were 
killed lacked reverence for God's holiness.  Although it may not be 
as drastic as death, do you think there are other circumstances for 
not showing reverence to our holy God?  How can reverence be 
shown?

 4. Even the Israelites were not immune to God's wrath when His 
holiness was violated. They wanted to send the Ark out of their land 
because of the consequences they caused upon themselves by 
disobeying His command.  Rather than sending God away, isn't it 
better to have His chastisement, knowing that He loves us enough 
to lead us back to Himself?



666Filae Piratae Rex quidam regnavit, in cuius imperio iuvenis a piratis captus

September2/2007
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With the Word Bible Commentary 

God chastened the Philistines because they kept the ark, but He killed 
some of His own people because they looked into the ark (v. 19). The 
Israelites knew the Law (Num. 4:15, 20) and therefore were more 
responsible than the Philistines. Curiosity is important to learning and 
progress, but it is unwise to be unduly curious about holy things.
The men of Beth Shemesh were reaping the harvest when the cart with 
the ark came into view. The ark had been gone for six months, but the 
men did not allow that to keep them from working. Even in times of defeat, 
there are jobs to be done and people to feed.
Abinadab’s house will become a tabernacle of the Lord, but should not 
every home be a holy dwelling-place for Him? (See Isa. 4:4–5.)

Wiersbe, W. W. (1991). With the Word Bible Commentary (1 Sa 6:1). 
Nashville: Thomas Nelson.
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Matthew Henry

 

 

In this chapter we have the return of the ark to the land of Israel, whither we are 
now gladly to attend it, and observe, I. How the Philistines dismissed it, by the 
advice of their priests (v. 1–11), with rich presents to the God of Israel, to make an 
atonement for their sin (v. 3–5), and yet with a project to bring it back, unless 
Providence directed the kine, contrary to their inclination, to go to the land of 
Israel (v. 8, 9). II. How the Israelites entertained it. 1. With great joy and sacrifices 
of praise (v. 12–18). 2. With an over-bold curiosity to look into it, for which many of 
them were struck dead, the terror of which moved them to send it forward to 
another city (v. 19–21).  The first words of the chapter tell us how long the 
captivity of the ark continued—it was in the country of the Philistines seven 
months. In the field of the Philistines (so it is in the original), from which some 
gather that, having tried it in all their cities, and found it a plague to the inhabitants 
of each, at length they sent it into the open fields, upon which mice sprang up out 
of the ground in great multitudes, and destroyed the corn which was now nearly 
ripe and marred the land. With that judgment they were plagued (v. 5), and yet it is 
not mentioned in the foregoing chapter; so God let them know that wherever they 
carried the ark, so long as they carried it captive, they should find it a curse to 
them. Cursed shalt thou be in the city, and cursed in the field, Deu. 28:16. But, 
most take it to signify, as we render it, The country of the Philistines. Now, 1. 
Seven months Israel was punished with the absence of the ark, that special token 
of God’s presence. How bare did the tabernacle look without it! How was the holy 
city now a desolation, and the holy land a wilderness! A melancholy time no doubt 
it was to the good people among them, particularly to Samuel; but they had this to 
comfort themselves with, as we have in the like distress when we are deprived of 
the comfort of public ordinances, that, wherever the ark is, the Lord is in his holy 
temple, the Lord’s throne is in heaven, and by faith and prayer we may have 
access with boldness to him there. We may have God nigh unto us when the ark 
is at a distance. 2. Seven months the Philistines were punished with the presence 
of the ark; so long it was a plague to them, because they would not send it home 
sooner. Note, Sinners lengthen out their own miseries by obstinately refusing to 
part with their sins. Egypt’s plagues would have been fewer than ten if Pharaoh’s 
heart had not been hardened not to let the people go. But at length it is 
determined that the ark must be sent back; there is no remedy, they are undone if 
they detain it.



The priests and the diviners are consulted about it, v. 2. They were supposed 
to be best acquainted both with the rules of wisdom and with the rites of 
worship and atonement. And the Israelites being their neighbours, and famed 
above all people for the institutions of their religion, they had no doubt the 
curiosity to acquaint themselves with their laws and usages; and therefore it 
was proper to ask them, What shall we do to the ark of Jehovah? All nations 
have had a regard to their priests, as the men whose lips keep knowledge. Had 
the Philistines diviners? We have divines, of whom we should enquire 
wherewith we shall come before the Lord and bow ourselves before the most 
high God.  They give their advice very fully, and seem to be very unanimous in 
it. It was a wonder they did not, as friends to their country, give it, ex officio—
officially, before they were asked. 1. They urge it upon them that it was 
absolutely necessary to send the ark back, from the example of Pharaoh and 
the Egyptians, v. 6. Some, it may be, were loth to yield, and were willing to try it 
out with the ark awhile longer, and to them they apply themselves: Wherefore 
do you harden your hearts, as the Egyptians and Pharaoh did? It seems they 
were well acquainted with the Mosaic history, and could cite precedents out of 
it. This good use we should make of the remaining records of God’s judgments 
upon obstinate sinners, we should by them be warned not to harden our hearts 
as they did. It is much cheaper to learn by other people’s experience than by 
our own. The Egyptians were forced at last to let Israel go; therefore let the 
Philistines yield in time to let the ark go.  They were made as glad to part with it 
as ever they had been to take it. As God had fetched Israel out of the house of 
bondage, so now he fetched the ark out of its captivity, in such a manner as 
that Egypt was glad when they departed, Ps. 105:38. 1. They received no 
money or price for the ransom of it, as they hoped to do, even beyond a king’s 
ransom. Thus it is prophesied of Cyrus (Isa. 45:13), He shall let go my 
captives, not for price nor reward.  They gave jewels of gold, as the Egyptians 
did to the Israelites, to be rid of it. Thus the ark that was carried into the land of 
the Philistines, a trophy of their victory, carried back with it trophies of its own, 
and lasting monuments of the disgrace of the Philistines.



It was welcomed to the land of Israel: The men of Beth-shemesh were reaping 
their wheat-harvest. They were going on with their worldly business, and were in 
no care about the ark, made no enquiries what had become of it; if they had, it is 
likely they might have had private intelligence beforehand of its coming, and might 
have gone to meet it, and conduct it into their own border. But they were as 
careless as the people that ceiled their own houses and let God’s house lie 
waste. Note, God will in his own time effect the deliverance of his church, not only 
though it be fought against by its enemies, but though it be neglected by its 
friends. Some observe that the returning ark found the men of Beth-shemesh, not 
idling or sporting in the streets of the city, but busy, reaping their corn in their 
fields, and well employed. Thus the tidings of the birth of Christ were brought to 
the shepherds when they were keeping their flock by night. The devil visits idle 
men with his temptations. God visits industrious men with his favours. The same 
invisible hand that directed the kine to the land of Israel brought them into the field 
of Joshua, and in that field they stood, some think for the owner’s sake, on whom, 
being a very good man, they suppose God designed to put this honour. I rather 
think it was for the sake of the great stone in that field, which was convenient to 
put the ark upon, and which is spoken of, v. 14, 15, 18. When the reapers saw the 
ark, they rejoiced (v. 13); their joy for that was greater than the joy of harvest, and 
therefore they left their work to bid it welcome. When the Lord turned again the 
captivity of his ark they were like men that dream; then was their mouth filled with 
laughter, Ps. 126:1, 2. Though they had not zeal and courage enough to attempt 
the rescue or ransom of it, yet, when it did come, they bade it heartily welcome.  
They sent messengers to the elders of Kirjath-jearim, and begged of them to 
come and fetch the ark up thither, v. 21. They durst not touch it to bring it thither 
themselves, but stood aloof from it as a dangerous thing. Thus do foolish men run 
from one extreme to the other, from presumptuous boldness to slavish shyness. 
Kirjath-jearim, that is, the city of woods, belonged to Judah. It lay in the way from 
Beth-shemesh to Shiloh, so that when they sent to them to fetch it, we may 
suppose, they intended that the elders of Shiloh should fetch it thence, but God 
intended otherwise. Thus was it sent from town to town, and no care taken of it by 
the public, a sign that there was no king in Israel.

Henry, M. (1994). Matthew Henry’s commentary on the whole Bible: Complete 
and unabridged in one volume (1 Sa 6:19–21). Peabody: Hendrickson.


