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Sermon: “What on Earth is an Ebenezer?”
Scripture Reading: 1 Samuel 7:3-17

Then Samuel said to all the house of Israel, "If you are returning to the LORD with all your heart, then put away the foreign gods and the Astartes from among you. Direct your heart to the LORD, and serve him only, and he will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines."So Israel put away the Baals and the Astartes, and they served the LORD only. 

Then Samuel said, "Gather all Israel at Mizpah, and I will pray to the LORD for you." So they gathered at Mizpah, and drew water and poured it out before the LORD. They fasted that day, and said, "We have sinned against the LORD." And Samuel judged the people of Israel at Mizpah. 

When the Philistines heard that the people of Israel had gathered at Mizpah, the lords of the Philistines went up against Israel. And when the people of Israel heard of it they were afraid of the Philistines. The people of Israel said to Samuel, "Do not cease to cry out to the LORD our God for us, and pray that he may save us from the hand of the Philistines." So Samuel took a sucking lamb and offered it as a whole burnt offering to the LORD; Samuel cried out to the LORD for Israel, and the LORD answered him. As Samuel was offering up the burnt offering, the Philistines drew near to attack Israel; but the LORD thundered with a mighty voice that day against the Philistines and threw them into confusion; and they were routed before Israel. And the men of Israel went out of Mizpah and pursued the Philistines, and struck them down as far as beyond Beth-car. 

Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Jeshanah, and named it Ebenezer; for he said, "Thus far the LORD has helped us." So the Philistines were subdued and did not again enter the territory of Israel; the hand of the LORD was against the Philistines all the days of Samuel. The towns that the Philistines had taken from Israel were restored to Israel, from Ekron to Gath; and Israel recovered their territory from the hand of the Philistines. There was peace also between Israel and the Amorites. 

Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life. He went on a circuit year by year to Bethel, Gilgal, and Mizpah; and he judged Israel in all these places. Then he would come back to Ramah, for his home was there; he administered justice there to Israel, and built there an altar to the LORD. 

Introduction: 

 “What on Earth is an Ebenezer?” 

Well, we have three good places we can look to for the answer to our question.
1) One of those places is our opening hymn, “Come, thou Fount of Every Blessing.”

2) Another is the Hebrew Bible Dictionary.

3) And another is today’s Scripture passage from the OT book of 1 Samuel.
Let’s look first at the hymn and its origin: 

Hymn writer Robert Robinson is said to have had a rough beginning to his life. His father died when he was young, and his mother, unable to control him, sent him to London to become a barber. Well, instead of concentrating on his studies, he learned to drink and became a gangster. One night when he was about 17, he and his friends visited a fortune teller. Drunk as they were, they made fun of the fortune teller as she told their fortune. Even so, afterwards, something about the encounter disturbed Robert. Later that same evening, he was led to attend an evangelistic meeting by preacher George Whitefield, who was delivering a sermon from Matthew 3:7 which reads: 

But when he [Jesus] saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, "Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” which is followed by the words, “Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance…” 

Well, Whitefield’s words disturbed Robert as well—for several years. Then, on December 10, 1755, nearly three years later, he gave his life to Jesus. He turned from a sinful life and entered the ministry at 23 years old. 
At age 26, he wrote the hymn we sang at the opening of today’s worship service, ‘Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing.’ 
Come, Thou Fount of every blessing,
Tune my heart to sing Thy grace;
Streams of mercy, never ceasing,
Call for songs of loudest praise.

Teach me some melodious sonnet,
Sung by flaming tongues above.
Praise the mount! I’m fixed upon it,
Mount of Thy redeeming love.

Sorrowing I shall be in spirit,
Till released from flesh and sin,
Yet from what I do inherit,
Here Thy praises I’ll begin;

Here I raise my Ebenezer;
Here by Thy great help I’ve come;

So, right away, we know two things about an Ebenezer.

1) An Ebenezer is something that is raised—lifted up, and

2) An Ebenezer represents the help that God has provided, bringing a person to his or her present place in life.

Knowing the facts of the hymn writer’s life helps deepen the meaning of the hymn’s words for us.

 Next, let’s take a brief look at the dictionary meaning of the word itself: Ebenezer:  

In Hebrew, the word is actually two words pronounced together: Even Haazer--the first of which means “stone” and the second “place.”

Since stones were used to mark places where God had intervened in the lives of His people and helped them, the words together came to mean “stone of help.”

Earlier in the book of 1 Samuel--chapter 4-- the Ebenezer is identified with a particular site—one that was located about four miles south of Gilgal. It was the place where the Israelites had been defeated by the Philistines—not once--but twice. It was the place at which the Ark of the Covenant, which held all of the peoples’ holy relics, had been stolen from them. All this happened before the place was named .

It wasn’t until after the Israelites finally defeated the Philistines and got back the Ark of the Covenant that the stone was erected and named “Ebenezer” – proclaiming: 

“Hitherto, God has helped us.”
So this is the background of today’s Scripture passage. Now that we know what an Ebenezer is, we are invited to make meaning out of it for our own lives. Let’s take a closer look…

Since the beginning of human existence, stones have been used 

to commemorate important events. 
The Bible teaches us that this was true of God’s chosen people.

We recall from the book of Genesis --how Jacob, after dreaming about the ladder 

that was set up on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven 

and the angels of God ascending and descending on it, 

and after being visited by God in that place, 

awoke from his sleep and said, 

"Surely the LORD is in this place, and I did not know it." And he was afraid and said, "How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven!" 

Then Scripture teaches us, that Jacob rose early in the morning, 
took the stone that he had put at his head, set it up as a pillar, poured oil on top of it

and called the name of that place Bethel.

Again, later on in Genesis, chapter 32, we read more about Jacob and how he took a stone 
and set it up as a pillar
--after wresting during the night with an angel of God. 
“So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel: "For I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved." 

These are just a couple of examples of the times and places where stone pillars were set up
to commemorate an important event in the lives of God’s chosen people.

Each of these accounts testifies to the true power of God acting in and through personalities 
and events to bring Israel to a new future in keeping with God’s purposes.

But, as we know by reading the entire Bible, almost everything is a process. 
The history of God’s people reveals that the life of the believer is a journey. 

Because we are prone to sin it is a journey that begins with sin.

And, by following a certain pattern, it culminates in peace.
In the Old Testament world, the sin that was identified was almost always the sin of idolatry.


As the pattern goes, that sin resulted in punishment 
which resulting in the loss of freedom and therefore, peace.
The first battle between the Philistine and the Israelites had resulted in 4,000 casualties. 

Soon afterwards, a second battle took place, in which the Philistines fought even more fiercely 

and killed about 30,000 infantry.

This is when the Ark of the Covenant was stolen away from them. 
In the period of time that preceded today’s passage, God’s people had been punished

because they had turned away from the one true God,

and were worshipping Baal and Ashtoreth instead.
Not only this! The Israelites had had some bad leaders--like Eli’s sons, Hopni and Phinehas

who were taking advantage of God’s people by keeping the offerings for themselves.

And as it was, when the priests were corrupt, the whole nation was in big trouble.  

And, when those troubles came, the Israelites depended on their own strength 
and their own reasoning - instead of relying on God.


--which made things even worse.
It was Samuel who turned things around for God’s people…

When they began to heed his advice, by appealing to God,



and repenting of their sin God stepped in and delivered them:

He fought the Philistines on their behalf, and won the victory
--using none other than the natural phenomenon of…thunder!
Well, because the people recognized God’s help when it appeared
—and gave credit to Him, they were then granted a period of peace.  
 The journey had been a long one.
It was written down so that we could learn from it!

As I see it, there are at least three lessons to be learned from this Scripture passage.

1. God helps us when we are faithful to Him.
Just as the Israelites experienced problems due to their own sin…
we too have problems in our lives
—some of which have resulted from our own sin.
But, if we appeal to God and repent of our sins, we too are delivered from the loss of peace 

that we are experiencing in our lives.  

And how does that deliverance come about?

At times it comes through miraculous help from God. 
But oftentimes, we are disappointed--when God does not immediately do 
great signs and wonders.

 What we need to keep in mind is that God often works in ways that we do not understand. 
God often works quietly  using the natural order of things, like the weather, other people, 
and circumstances to bring us to a place of peace. 
Of this we can be sure: All things work together for good for those who love the Lord. 
And a hugely important part of loving the Lord is being patient and focusing on the blessings 

rather than our losses.
The story is told by one who had opportunity, once, to visit Dr, Martin Luther King: 
“In conversation, he shared with me how his mother had told him to always thank God for what was left. That was something to think about: If you've got enough breath left to complain, you have something left. I thought that was very impressive, and I made a mental note of it. Some years later, I went back to Atlanta,  and by this time Dr. King had lost two sons and his beloved wife--had been shot to death right before his eyes at the organ in that very sanctuary. Guess what the man Martin Luther King was saying? ‘Thank God for what's left.' There's always enough left in life to make it worth living.”
Indeed, God helps us in a variety of ways. 
Sometimes help comes after we have suffered tragedy and loss. 
Almost always, though, help comes in ways that we do not expect. 
The truth that we must remember is this: 

God never fails to help those who call to Him earnestly and fervently.

We have seen this most clearly in today’s Scripture passage 

in which  Samuel cried out and prayed--asking God to save his people.

The verbs “cried out” and “prayed”


expose an important dynamic in Israel’s faith:

It is the cry of human distress that mobilizes God’s response and salvation.

And when that help comes, we too must be faithful to give God the credit

—the glory –perhaps even by marking the place where God helped us.
Just as the people of old used stone pillars as symbols of remembrance, 
so we too can mark the places where God helped us.
Modern man has a history of building monuments to commemorate certain events. 
A travel across Europe, for example, would show us many statures and monuments. 
As modern day Christians, we can commemorate the times God has helped us 
in our times of need----and by so doing, our faith will grow and deepen 
…because Ebenezers remind us of the faithfulness of God. 
Stones of Help point to where we have been enabling us to have faith in where God is leading us.

We need an Ebenezer, a ‘stone of help’ to remind us 

—individually and as a congregation. 
What might this look like on an individual level?

Perhaps you could display some object or picture in your home 

that would remind you of the ways God has helped you in the past. 

My husband Jim and I have some objects we could call “stones of help” all over the parsonage


--both inside and out.

Plaques with inspiring words engraved in them --angel statues--crosses.

All of these remind us of the ways God has helped us, and they increase our faith




--helping us trust God because “Hitherto, God has helped us,”






and God will continue to help us and grant us peace.
There are ways for churches to raise their Ebenezer as well.
 

One of the most recent ways is through the planting of a Peace Pole.

[show picture of one overhead]

The pole is inscribed with the words: “May peace prevail on earth.” 
inscribed in a variety of languages that represent that particular congregation.

They are not costly, and the churches I know who have one usually purchase them 
with Memorial Funds that have been designated for that purpose.

Each time we join hands as a congregation to sing “Let There be Peace on Earth,”



I look around and am reminded of this church’s history

--of both all the hard times and the good times 


--and my heart overflows with gratitude



that God brought me to this place--to you.

And this is my constant prayer: Hitherto God has helped us: 
May peace prevail throughout the earth.

This past week, I came across a poem that builds on this prayer beautifully.

It is entitled “Hitherto and Henceforward:”
Hitherto the Lord has helped us

Since we’ve walked the Heavenly way;

Filled our cup to overflowing

With His joy from day to day;

Cheered us by His constant presence,

Blessed with mercies daily new;

Let us raise our Ebenezer, 

All His promises are true!

Hitherto the Lord has helped us

When our way was rough and steep;

Safely led us o’er the mountain,
Sometimes through the waters deep;

Yet He gives us strength for weakness;

Thus with confidence we say,

“Let us raise our Ebenezer
He has led us all the way.”

Hitherto the Lord has helped us

When on Him we have relied;

Food for soul and food for body,

Not a need but He supplied.

There are times when faith has wavered,

Doubts and fear our peace assailed;

Still we raise our Ebenezer,

Never has His promise failed.

And it all begins with calling upon the Lord.

A song has been provided that gives us a way to do this fervently.

As we share in the singing of this song, may we offer God 

our heart --so that He can take and seal it, --seal it for His courts above.
Let us exalt the Lord, our God. Amen. 

