The Ark in Ashdod and Ekron
It seems these days that more and more people are “triggered” by what offends them and those who are most sensitive have many triggers.  Of all potential triggers, one would hope that the American flag would not be among them yet for many, the presence of an American flag is offensive.  Rather than having pride in our country, they see the US as a greedy, power hungry nation that owes the world constant apologies for our transgressions.  While no country is perfect, I am convinced that no nation has done more to advance the causes of peace and prosperity than the US.  As a veteran, I am proud to see our flag flying and I want to see it used properly.  Flag etiquette requires that our flag must always be raised higher than any other flag and is to be in the center if multiple flags are displayed.  This is a reminder that our nation will never bow in obeisance to another.  We should never be ashamed to be Americans (see Rom. 1:16). In our study of 1st Samuel chapters 5 & 6, we see a nation learning the hard way that God is supreme, sovereign and all will bow to Him.  
Chapter 5 begins with the Philistines taking the captured ark to Ashdod which was located in the territory of Judah.  It was one of five Philistine cities that the Israelites were unable to dislodge when they went into Canaan (see Josh. 13:3).   The ark was taken to a temple built to honor their god Dagan and the ark was placed next to Dagan’s statue.  The next morning Dagan’s statue was found fallen on the ground face down before the ark.  The put the statue back in its place but the next morning it was found fallen again with only it torso remaining intact.  Verse 6 says that God’s hand was heavy on the people of Ashdod.  He afflicted them with tumors (emerods in the KJV).  The men of Ashdod realized that it was God Himself who was afflicting them as well as their god so they asked the leaders of the Philistines to remove the ark from their city.  The God that was not present for the battle He did not authorized was very much present for His battle against a false god.  The ark was then sent to Gath where God again afflicted the residents with tumors.
Several years ago, there was severe weather forecast for Augusta and it was reported that Jim Cantore from the Weather Channel had been dispatched to Augusta.  Michele came home and said “We have to hunker down for a horrible storm, Jim Cantore is coming to town”.  His reputation for going to places with bad storms precedes him.  After hearing about what happened in Ashdod and Gath, the residents were terrified when they learned the ark was coming to their town.  God struck their town as well and some people died.  They suggested that the ark be sent back to Israel.
At the beginning of chapter 6, the Philistine priests and diviners met to discuss sending the ark back.  They advised sending it back along with a gift offering which they proposed to make in the form of tumors and rats that were plaguing them.  They also suggested that the offering be sent with the ark in a wagon drawn by 2 cows that had never been yoked and would be separated from their calves.  They determined that if the cows took the ark toward Beth Shemesh, they would have confirmation that God had punished them, otherwise they would know that it was not God’s hand that struck them.  Consider how unlikely their own cows would go toward an Israelite town and away from their calves.  It seems that the priests were determined not to acknowledge God.  The cows did indeed go directly to Beth Shemesh, not turning to the left or right.   When the Israelites saw the ark, they rejoiced and used the cows for a burnt offering to God, however some of the men looked in the ark and God struck down 70 of them (50,070 KJV).  The people of the town mourned and asked “Who can stand in the presence of the Lord, this holy God?  To whom will the ark go up from here?”.  The chapter ends with the people of Beth Shemesh sending word to Kiriath Jearim to take the ark to their town.
The Philistines thought that their god had defeated the god of Israel.  They misunderstood the situation not realizing that God had allowed them to defeat the Israelites because of their sin.    God used other nations at times to punish Israel but He eventually punished those nations as well.  The book of Ezekiel has prophecies against Ammon, Moab, Edom and Philistia.  It is ironic that the people of Beth Shemesh had the same dread of the ark that the heathen Philistines had.  They should have thought its presence in their town would be an honor and a blessing.  I also think that it is likely that the Philistines looked in the ark but there is not record of anyone dying as a result unlike what happened at Beth Shemesh (see Luke 12:47-49).
