Samuel Subdues the Philistines at Mizpah
If I have shared this anecdote previously, I beg your indulgence to read it again as it fits into our study of 1st Samuel.  Early in my banking career, a customer came into my office to vent.  Thankfully his ire was not directed at the bank but the South in general and Aiken, SC in particular.  It seems that this man hailed from the great state of Pennsylvania and he proceeded to make comparisons to our state, none of which reflected upon us favorably.  He complained about the shoddy conditions of our roads and the reckless drivers who traveled on them.  He found the condition of our schools to be vastly inferior to say nothing of the rubes who served as our teachers.  He moved on to the poorly stocked stores and ended with a complaint about the intolerable heat.  I asked him how long he had lived in Aiken and he responded “17 years”.  While I didn’t ask, I wondered how many departures of planes, trains and buses he had missed that would have spirited him away to the land of milk and honey, ending his painful sojourn among us.  He worked at SRS but I am certain that his choice to remain here had nothing to do with money.  Inertia is a powerful force and will prevent us from making the changes in our lives, even when we find ourselves in situations we see as hopeless.  In our study of 1st Samuel chapter 7, we see the Israelites enduring difficult conditions for 20 years before they finally turned to God. 
Chapter 6 of 1st Samuel ended with the ark being taken to the town of Kiriath Jearim which was located on the border of Benjamin and Judah northwest of Jerusalem.  As chapter 7 begins, we learn that the ark stayed in that town for 20 years.  One would expect that the ark would have been returned to Shiloh where the tabernacle was located.  While the year is not recorded in the Bible, Shiloh was destroyed (see Psalm 78:60 and Jer. 7:12-14) and many believe that occurred shortly after the defeat of the Israelites at Ebenezer.  The tabernacle was probably saved because it was set up at the town of Nob during the reign of Saul (see 1st Sam. 21:1-6).  While the ark was in Kiriath Jearim, it was attended by Eleazar the son of Abinadab.  There is no evidence that the family of Abinadab were Levites, however there is no mention of priestly duties performed since the tabernacle housed the altars of burnt offerings and incense.  
Verse 2 says that Israel mourned and sought after the Lord during this time.  In verse 3, we learn the reason: they were suffering at the hands of the Philistines.  Samuel told the people that they had a solution to their misery.  The needed to return to God and rid themselves of foreign gods and God would deliver them from the Philistines.  They agreed to do that and serve God only (again, see Josh. 24:14).  Samuel had the people assemble at Mizpah which was north of Kiriath Jearim.  The people fasted, confessed their sin and Samuel interceded with God for them.  
When the Philistines learned that the Israelites were assembled at Mizpah, they attacked the Israelites.  Their appeal to Samuel was remarkable, they told him “Do not stop crying out for the Lord our God for us”.  Samuel offered a lamb as a sacrifice and appealed to God on behalf of the Israelites and God responded.   When the Philistines attacked, God threw them into a panic and they were routed by Israel.  After the victory, Samuel set up a stone as a monument to God, naming it Ebenezer.  
The chapter ends by noting that throughout the remainder of Samuel’s life, God’s hand was against the Philistines.  Towns that had been captured were restored and there was peace between Israel and the Amorites.  Samuel continued as judge and traveled throughout Israel, always returning to his home in Ramah.
Some lessons we can learn from this chapter:
Our situation should not be the catalyst to turn us toward God.  The Israelites were at the mercy of the Philistines for 20 years before they finally repented and acknowledged the true God instead of false gods.  It seems that living under the yoke of the Philistines was preferable to living under the yoke of God (see Matt. 11:30).  What idols do we cling to instead of letting God have control of our lives?
The Israelites asked Samuel not to stop crying out to God.  Paul said that we are to pray without ceasing (see 1st Thess. 5:16-18).  When we have prayer needs, we should pray earnestly and fervently.  God does not always grant our prayer requests, no matter how urgent we see the needs but He does hear our prayers.  We may received a blessing other that what we pray for and often we are unaware of it.  Spending time in communion with God is never wasted time.
