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One of my favourite opening lines for a movie is, “Yup, that’s me! You are probably wondering how I wound up in this situation.”
It’s usually accompanied by a record scratch, and the main character stuck in an awkward, terrible mess. I love it because it implies that the character made a series of choices that led inevitably to this hilarity. And we are going to watch them go through all of those steps, knowing that it is going nowhere good!
Usually the decisions that the main character makes along the way make sense at the time. Maybe one or two of them alone would have been fine. But all together? Different story.
We all make decisions every day, and I like to think that the decisions I make are based on reality. Then I heard something on a bibleproject podcast that refined my thinking. 
We all make decisions based on what we think is real. 
That extra word, it turns out, makes all the difference in outcome.
We are really, really, bad at perceiving reality. It seems that we are really, really, good at making decisions based on what we want to be true, in denial of what is actually true.
The situations I am talking about are not the ones that are foisted on us by other people. They are the ones that we do to ourselves. The comedic relief of life, if the outcomes weren’t so often tragic.
The ones where I don’t need to read all of the instructions before I start assembling things.
Or where I think I am equipped to do the job of a journeyman electrician after a few partially watched YouTube how to videos.
Or I think I am the sole, righteous, exception to rules. I remember riding in a car back to bible college with some friends. We got pulled over for speeding, and the police car was a brand new muscle car. I figured that the officer was occupied with the driver, and I wanted to see the car. So I got out of the back seat and started walking towards the car. Turns out that is a bad idea. Police get downright possessive of their cars.
My point is, humanity has a blind spot when it comes to accepting the reality of our limitations. We would much rather call the shots, make our own decisions, and have the universe bend to our will. We have modern proverbs like, “If you can dream it, you can do it,”[footnoteRef:1] or, “The sky is the limit!” In the absence of immediate feedback to the contrary, we prefer our ideals over reality.  [1:  A phrase coined by Walt Disney imagineer Tom Fitzgerald.] 

Speaking of blindspots, do you also find it ironic that Israel’s chief priest and current judge is blind, while visions from God are rare in his time? I don’t think this is merely a narrative enhancing detail; I think it is a serious plot twisting indictment. 
1 Samuel 3:1-3
“In those days the word of the Lord was rare; there were not many visions.
One night Eli, whose eyes were becoming so weak that he could barely see, was lying down in his usual place. The lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the house of the Lord, where the ark of God was.”
The light of God is on, but Eli cannot perceive it! He has shown a serious lack of good judgement as a blind leader. He mistakes Hannah, a righteous woman praying her heartfelt grief out to God, for a drunk (It makes me wonder what the daily life of the tabernacle was like that this was his assumption!). And he fails to grasp the gravity of his sons’ behaviour as Mike taught us last week, allowing them to continue to desecrate God’s offerings and tabernacle. 
Three or four hundred years before this story, ancestors of Phineas and Hophni decided to improvise an offering to God. The sons of Aaron were consumed for trying to dictate how worship of YHWH could happen.
You’d think that Phineas and Hophni would have known better. At least Eli should have. But the problem we have is that no one sets out to be evil in one decision. 
We act once. And nothing happens.
So we wait a while, and we do it again. 
Nothing happens.
Over time, over years, even over generations, God is slow to act. We get frustrated when God does not answer our prayers quickly, yet we don’t recognize the mercy in his delay of judgement.
And we begin to believe alternative facts, as it were. I’ve done this forever, and nothing bad has happened. God must be indifferent. Or incapable of acting. Or he is ignorant of our behaviour.
But God is none of these things. He is the exact opposite to Eli, the blind, ineffective high priest and judge of Israel. He is, as we heard last week, the God who sees.  
Then we shift gears to the army. 1 Samuel 4:1-3a:
“Now the Israelites went out to fight against the Philistines. The Israelites camped at Ebenezer, and the Philistines at Aphek. The Philistines deployed their forces to meet Israel, and as the battle spread, Israel was defeated by the Philistines, who killed about four thousand of them on the battlefield. When the soldiers returned to camp, the elders of Israel asked, “Why did the LORD bring defeat on us today before the Philistines?”
This is not a new thing. Under Joshua’s leadership, Israel took the impregnable fortress of Jerusalem only to suffer defeat at the rural town of Ai. Joshua asked God why, and what needed to be done to rectify the situation. 
Again in Judges, Israel inquired of God before engaging in a bitter civil war against the rebellious tribe of Benjamin. 
So, what should the elders of Israel do? 
They should have asked God what was wrong. Instead, they send for the ark of the covenant. The last half of verse 3:
“Let us bring the ark of the LORD’s covenant from Shiloh, so that he may go with us and save us from the hand of our enemies.”
They think that God is somehow tied to the physical location of the ark. In their minds, this is reasonable, because the gods of all the pagans around them are physically present in their idols.
But YHWH isn’t like the pagan gods. During the exodus the Israelites, in the middle of their covenant consecration with YHWH at Mount Siniai, broke at least three of the ten commandments by making a golden calf as an idol to represent YHWH. Once again, the mystery of the eternal God is diminished by human “ingenuity”. They have reduced God to a location, in need of transportation, obligated to accept whatever behaviour the people offered. As a result, thousands died. 
Israel brought the ark of the covenant to the battlefield without asking God. There are two potential reasons to do this. First, they may have felt that they had given God a ride to the battle, and his physical presence would fight for them. This is certainly what the Philistines thought!
Second, and less charitably, they may have deliberately put the ark at risk. The logic being that God would defend his ark against Israel’s enemies, which would incidentally rescue Israel. 
This was a bad miscalculation. 
God did indeed take a hand in the battle. By showing his lack of concern for the icon so prized by the Israelites, allowing it to be captured and hauled away like so much war booty. And again, thousands died.
Phineas and Hophni are among the casualties, as is Eli. The tragedy of losing the ark prompts Eli’s daughter in law to declare that God’s glory has departed Israel.
As though God’s glory could be contained in a box, no matter how golden and ornate.
And yet, for all this, God’s glory has not departed Israel. God has done what needed to be done to fulfill his word and purpose. He has taken the respect due him, and established the mystery and reverence of his being. 
And his presence remains, despite the ark heading into Philistia. 1 Samuel 3:1, 19-4:1a:
“The boy Samuel ministered before the Lord under Eli. . . The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up, and he let none of Samuel’s words fall to the ground. And all Israel from Dan to Beersheba recognized that Samuel was attested as a prophet of the Lord. The Lord continued to appear at Shiloh, and there he revealed himself to Samuel through his word. And Samuel’s word came to all Israel.”
He speaks for the first time in the voice of a small child. But it isn’t the last time he speaks in a childish soprano. 
The holy glory of YHWH Elohim, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, is immeasurable, incalculable, incomprehensible. Our minds reel at the staggering implications of such a being. Barry Taylor, guitar technician for AC/DC, said, “God is the name of the blanket that we put over the mystery to give it shape.” We must, to even begin to comprehend the immensity of an eternal, omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient God.
How big is God to you? I remember a kid’s song from way back in my DVBS days: My God is so big, so strong and so mighty there’s nothing my God cannot do. The mountains are his, the valleys are his, the skies are his handiwork too. . .
It’s a bit weird that the older I get, the smaller God seems to become, and the bigger I become. And my life begins to reflect my perception instead of reality.
What was real in our story today?
Does your heart belong to Jesus? 
Eli’s sons had a small picture of God, believing him indifferent, ignorant, or incapable to confront their treachery. 
Eli feared his sons and for his own legacy more than he feared God.
The army felt that God could be manipulated.
The Philistines thought that God could be conquered. 
Eli’s daughter-in-law believed that God could be absent.
Everybody thought that God was present in the ark.
And all of these people with their small perceptions of God found tragedy, grief, and death. 

Author and pastor David Platt gave a talk at Urbana 12 that has always stuck with me. It is an amazing declaration of the reality of God. He said:

“Jesus is the Alpha and the Omega, he is the beginning and the end. He is the first and the last. He is the final amen. He is the bread of life, Christ our creator, our deliverer, our everlasting father. He is
 God. He is the good shepherd, great shepherd, the great high priest, the Holy One. He is the image of the invisible God, the judge of the living and the dead. He is king of kings and Lord of lords. He is majestic and mighty. No one compares to him, the only begotten son of the father full of grace and truth. He is the power of God, the resurrection and the life, the supreme sacrifice, the way the truth and the life. Jesus is the very word of God made flesh. Jesus is all of these things and we have reduced him to a poor puny savior who is just begging for us to accept him into our hearts! Accept Him, as if Jesus needs to be accepted by us! He doesn't need our acceptance! Jesus doesn't need you or me at all! We need him! We need him for every breath we breathe. Your heart is beating at this moment because Jesus is giving it rhythm and were he to stop so would you.”  
And yet, even this is too small a picture of God.
Because as holy, righteous, and glorious as God is, He is more.
Look at Revelation 5:1-10:
“Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals. And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?” But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside. Then one of the elders said to me, “Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.”
Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing at the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. The Lamb had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. He went and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne. And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of God’s people. And they sang a new song, saying:
“You are worthy to take the scroll
    and to open its seals,
because you were slain,
    and with your blood you purchased for God
    persons from every tribe and language and people and nation.
You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God,
    and they will reign on the earth.””
Expecting to see the Lion in all of his splendor, John sees a sacrificed lamb. Instead of the unlimited power of war and justice, the angels declare the worthiness of the lamb based on his death and sacrifice. 
The full reality of the one True God is captured by C.S. Lewis in the Chronicles of Narnia: he is a wild, untamable Lion, absolutely unsafe, and absolutely good. Our God is reflected in the wild, raging power of the volcano, the earthquake, the tsunami, the hurricane. He chooses to reveal himself in the whisper of silence, in the high voice of a child, born of a virgin, vulnerable to his own creation. 
Do not make the mistake of trifling with God. He is perfect in power and glory. He will not be shamed. Even should you not experience immediate consequence or response to your prayer or your actions, never, ever, assume that God is either blind, impotent, or uncaring. 
Neither err to the other end of the spectrum, fearing to approach Him because you are not good enough, not pure enough, not righteous. He has not called you by name to come when you are perfect. He has called you by name, knowing exactly what you are and what you have done, and he loves you. He is perfect in love and sacrifice.
He is trustworthy because a master who is perfect in power and love, in glory and sacrifice, is the best of all masters. But he will not be God on your terms. He will have your whole life, not just the pieces you are willing to hand over. He will rule over you, and you will flourish under his reign. Does Jesus have your heart? Let this be a day to reflect, and hold nothing back from a God of power and love. 
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