June 20, 2010                      When External Threats Come                                        #161                                                                                                                            
3rd lesson this month on the topic:  God is Still in Control
1st Week: “When Leaders Fail”; God is still in control.  He will find faithful servants to carry out His will.
2nd Week:  “When Religion Fails”; Look beyond the symbols of religious faith to discover a new appreciation of the holiness of God.  Renew a right commitment of the living God.
What this lesson is about: This lesson is about the Israelites’ victory at Mizpah despite their initial fear.  The Israelites were experiencing threats from the Philistines, but they chose to seek the Lord.  As a result, they ultimately experienced victory.
How this lesson can impact your life: Practice principles that will put you in a proper relationship with God even in the midst of external threats.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “Dedicate Yourself to God”; God wants Christians to maintain a proper relationship with Him even when external threats arise.
2. “Overcome Your Fears”; God can work in remarkable ways to provide victory even out of seemingly impossible circumstances.
3. “Commemorate God’s Help”; With God’s help, we can overcome and conquer fear with faith.
Our lesson title today is about “external threats.”  Think for a moment of some “threats” you have experienced in your life;

· Illness

· Loneliness

· Limited mobility

· Dwindling retirement income

· Death of a spouse or friend

· Hurricanes

· Tornados

In today’s lesson 20 years had passed since the Philistines returned the ark to Israel.

· They were attacking them again.

· When faced with this external “threat”, the repentant Israelites sought the Lord.
· As a result of them seeking the Lord, God helped them gain a great victory.

Today, we as Christians face many external threats also;

· As believers, we must respond properly so we can experience God’s victory.

· Today’s lesson provides us with some important principles that will help us maintain a proper relationship with God regardless of any external threat.

Someone read our 1st group of scripture verses (Dedicate Yourself to God) 1 Samuel 7:2-6.  Listen to what Samuel told them to get rid of if they were returning to the Lord as these verses are read.

20 years had passed after the ark had been taken;

· The Philistines remained Israel’s enemy.

· They still held on to the territory taken away from Israel.
· The altar at Shiloh no longer existed.

· Eli was dead.

· The ark had been returned.
· The Philistines did not enjoy the memory of their experience with it.

But then the whole house of Israel began to seek the Lord v2;

· Instead of weeping they now desired and yearned after God.

· Samuel led Israel to follow the proper approach in seeking God’s help.

· Israel had to return to God with all their heart v3.

· Repentance must be genuine and come from the heart.

Samuel urged them to get rid of their foreign gods;

· Idols today are much more subtle than gods of wood and stone the Israelites used.

· But our idols today are just as dangerous.

· Whatever hold first place in our lives or controls us is our god.

· Money, success, material goods, pride, or anything else can be an idol if it takes the place of God in our lives.

· The Lord alone is worthy of our service and worship, and we must let nothing rival Him.

The people of Israel responded positively to Samuel’s call for repentance;

· They removed their foreign gods and only worshiped the Lord v4.

· This was their first step (repentance) in seeking God’s will.

· Next, Samuel called for a solemn prayer assembly at Mizpah.

This assembly included four parts;

· Intercessory prayer.

· Drawing and pouring out of water.

· Fasting.

· And public confession of sin.

Pouring water on the ground “before the Lord”;

· Was a sign of repenting from sin.

· Turning from idols.

· And determining to obey God alone.

Because of his godly leadership;

· Samuel is identified here for the 1st time as a judge of Israel.

· His ministry was confirmed at Mizpah.

· He would follow in the footsteps of the best of the judges before him.

· He would lead Israel to the one from whose seed the Messiah would come.

What exactly was a “judge” in Israel?

· First of all God was their true leader.

· The judge was to be God’s spokesman to the people.

· Also an administrator of justice throughout the land.

· Samuel was one of the better judges because of his obedience and dedication to God.
People today often find it difficult to give up things that have replaced God in their lives;

· Often they hold on to anger-bitterness-or pride.

Someone read our 2nd group of scripture verses (Overcome Your Fears) 1Samuel 7:7-11.

Listen to who won the next battle as these verses are read.

A spy or informant advised the Philistines that the Israelites had gathered at Mizpah v7;

· The Philistines marched up toward Israel.

· They intended a surprise attack.

· Timing their arrival to catch the Israelites in the midst of their ritual preparations.

Note the contrast between the responses of the Philistines and the Israelites;

· Both groups head serious news.

· The Philistines heard that the Israelites had gathered at Mizpah.

· The Israelites heard that the Philistines were marching to meet them.

· The Philistines reacted by developing a strategy, gathering troops and marching forth.

· The Israelites reacted with fear.

· They were afraid because of the Philistines v7.

· They remembered what the Philistines had done to them 20 years earlier.

During this difficult situation, Israel encouraged Samuel to continue the assembly;

· They did not bolt and run.

· Instead of trying to manipulate God with the ark, they prayed.

· They realized that only God could save them from the hands of the Philistines.

The tension is at its highest point in verse 10;

· While Israel was repenting;

· The Philistines were breathing down their necks.

· Just as Samuel was offering the lamb of sacrifice;

· The Philistines arrived on the battlefield.

· But this time Israel had sought a proper relationship with God.

· God would fight for them this time.

· That day the Lord thundered loudly against the Philistines.

· God gave the Israelites a mighty victory that day.

God turned the defeat of chapter 4 into the victory of chapter 7;

· God desires repentance and obedience.

· When life appears to be stacked against us;

· We must seek God and remain obedient.

Today, we fear the unknown;

· We fear when we lose control of our circumstances and surroundings.

· We are afraid of losing our health, our wealth, our loved ones, and even life itself.

· We may not be able to eliminate our fears totally;

· But with God’s help we can overcome fear and conquer it with faith.

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (Commemorate God’s Help) 1Samuel 7:12-17.  Listen to see if the Philistines invaded Israel’s territory again as these verses are read.
Our last passages can be divided into two parts;

· Both focus on stone “monuments” erected to help Israel maintain a proper relationship with God.

· Verses 12-14 tell about the setting up of Ebenezer, the “stone of help”

· A memorial commemorating God’s help in the victory over the Philistines.

· Verses 15-17 summarize Samuel’s career as a judge and the building of a new altar.

God blessed Israel through a remarkable victory with several positive results;

· Their territory was restored.

· A memorial was erected to remind them of God’s help.

· A faithful leader began to “judge” them.

· A new place for them to sacrifice and worship was established.

These verses should remind us that we may be tempted to forget some of our past failures even though God has forgiven us;

· We must never forget what God has done for us.

· It is important that we have ways to recall God’s goodness in our lives.

· Examples could be:  planting a tree-hanging a picture-keeping a journal-writing notes in our Bibles-taking pictures of where special events occurred, etc.

Threats from the world are all around us today;

· The enemies we face may be as serious as the Philistines were to the Israelites.

· These enemies could also include worry-sickness-natural disasters-difficult relationships-or financial problems.

· We know and can be assured that the peace we need comes from a right relationship with God.

When Change Is Needed

Maya Angelou is a well-known professor, poet, and actress.  She tells a story that helps to explain her success.  Her grandmother was a storekeeper in rural Arkansas.  When a person with a reputation for complaining would come into the store, the child Maya would be called inside to listen to the list of complaints about weather, work, etc.

As an adult, Angelou remembers her grandmother’s words to her after the complainer had left:  “Sister, there are people who went to sleep last night, poor and rich and white and black, but they will never wake again.  And those dead folks would give anything at all for just five minutes of this weather or ten minutes of plowing.  So you watch yourself about complaining.  What you’re supposed to do when you don’t like a thing is change it.  If you can’t change it, change the way you think about it.”

The wise old woman’s words summarize Israel’s actions in today’s lesson.  Samuel had told the nation what it should do; the people recognized the change that needed to be made, and they made it!  Sometimes the call for change comes from a messenger of God such as Samuel; sometimes it comes directly from the Bible; sometimes it comes from the circumstances of life.  In any of these cases, wise people change their ways.  They repent.  That’s when they find that God has blessings waiting for them.
Prayer:

Lord give each of us a heart to pray for others.

Help us repent of the sins that affect our relationship with You.

Please be merciful to us as You were to the people of Israel.

Continue to deliver Your people in their times of need.
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