The Philistines Capture the Ark
Chapter 3 of 1st Samuel ended with the promising words “And Samuel’s word came to all Israel”.  Chapter 4 begins with the Israelites going out to fight against the Philistines.  It is believed that the time period here is about 40 years after the death of Samson during a period when the Philistines had dominion over Israel.  The Israelites camped at Ebenezer which would have been located northwest of Jerusalem and the Philistines camped nearby at Aphek.  In the initial battle, Israel was defeated, losing about 4,000 soldiers.  The elders asked “Why did the Lord bring this defeat upon us?”.  The decided to bring the ark from Shiloh to accompany them in battle expecting it to save them from the hand of the enemy.  The ark was brought into the camp and notice that it is referred to as the ark of the covenant of the Lord Almighty, who is enthroned between the cherubim.  Eli’s sons Hophni and Phineas were with the ark.  While it is not stated in the Bible, Hophni and Phineas may well have taken the ark from the tabernacle themselves and transported it to Ebenezer.
When the ark arrived in the camp, the Israelites shouted so loudly that the uproar was heard in the Philistine camp.  When they learned of the reason for the shouting, they were terrified saying that a god had come into the Israelite camp.  They knew of God’s reputation but they still referred to plural gods because of their polytheism.  Rather than surrendering, they buoyed up one another to be strong and fight.  And fight they did, soundly defeating the army of Israel and killing 30,000 soldiers.  Hophni and Phineas were killed and worse yet, the ark was captured by the Philistines.  
After the battle, a Benjamite (Saul according to Jewish tradition) ran back to Shiloh to report the terrible news to Eli who was anxious about the ark.  The man reported in order the defeat of the army, the death of Eli’s sons and finally the loss of the ark.  When he learned that the ark was lost, Eli fell off his chair, breaking his neck and he died.  He had led Israel for 40 years.
The chapter ends with more tragedy as the wife of Phineas went into labor when she heard that her husband was dead and the ark was lost.  Like Eli, she grieved more for the loss of the ark than Phineas.  Her dying words after delivering her child were, “The glory has departed from Israel, for the ark of the Lord has been captured”. 
The disastrous battle showed God’s judgement on a micro and macro level.  He dealt with Phineas and Hophni as punishment for the evil they committed as priests.  They committed adultery with women who served at the tabernacle (see 2:22) and stole from people who brought sacrifices to the tabernacle (see 2:16).  As we previously discussed, the KJV refers to them as sons of Belial.  It is likely they entered into the holy of holies to retrieve the ark, violating God’s instructions that only the high priest could enter and only once per year.  After such a crime, improper transport of the ark which almost certainly occurred seems a minor offense. The prophecy about Eli’s sons given to the man of God in chapter 2 and Samuel in chapter 3 were fulfilled.
God also dealt with the Israelites corporately.  They sinned by calling for the ark to be brought to them.  God meant for the ark to remain in the tabernacle and in its proper place.  In Exodus chapter 25, God gave Moses the instructions for ark, telling him to place the atonement cover on the ark and that above the cover between the cherubim He would meet with Moses.  I think it is safe to say that God did not go with the ark to Ebenezer.  The Israelites may have regarded the ark as a good luck charm rather than the sacred seat of God.  They may also have thought of it as a weapon.  A weapon in the hands of someone untrained to use it can be dangerous to the army that owns it.  With the ark, the Israelites lost nearly 8 times the number of men they lost in the previous battle without it.  Matthew Henry wrote “When the ark set forward Moses prayed, Rise up Lord, and let thy enemies be scattered, well knowing that it was not the ark moving with them, but God appearing for them that must give them success”.  Henry referred to the ark at Ebenezer as the shell without the kernel.  It is ironic that the Philistines feared not the ark itself, but God, notwithstanding their misguided belief in multiple gods.  David Guzik wrote “If they really believed their gods were greater than the God of Israel, they should not have been worried. If they believed the God of Israel was greater than their gods, they should have submitted to Him”.
Finally, the wife of Phineas said that the glory of the Lord had departed because the ark was captured.  H.L. Ellison wrote “The glory of God had indeed departed, but not because the ark of God had been captured; the ark had been captured because the glory had already departed”. 
