
WORTHY! 
1 Samuel 5:1-6; 6:11-16 

 
 Most religious systems of the world can be characterized as polytheistic or having a 
belief in multiple deities or gods.  This idea is perhaps best epitomized in the Hindu religion that 
is so prominent in India.  They literally have thousands of gods that they formally worship.  We 
have read about the various religious beliefs of pre-Christian Europe that we generally classify 
today as mythology.  The various areas of Europe (Greek, Roman, Nordic) had different names 
for their various gods, but they were generally similar.  The Babylonian, Assyrian, Canaanite, 
and Egyptians: all had multiple gods and there were some similarities among those different 
cultures.  In the African interior, there were different expressions of multiple gods that were 
associated with various animals or trees.   
 The idea of there being only one true God who was the Creator of everything was very 
limited in the groups of people who were influenced by it.  We can have some confidence that 
Adam and Eve started with a belief in the one true Creator God.  Their failure to maintain that 
monotheistic belief and practice had very dire consequences.  Prior to the flood we are not told 
anything about idolatry or false gods, but we do find that people had become evil and rebellious 
against God.  Some have tried to link this to the comments regarding “divine beings” (fallen 
angels) having children with daughters of men that produced “mighty men of renown.”  After the 
flood, the only family left was that of Noah and he was monotheistic in his beliefs.   
 It did not take long after the descendants of Noah began to increase that polytheism 
began to take hold in many areas.  These “gods” were sometimes said to be the result of women 
being impregnated by some divine being.  Other pagan gods were the result of the union of 
various gods and goddesses.  These gods were sometimes associated with various groups of 
stars, the moon, the sun, rivers, animals, fish, reptiles, etc.   
 The idea of all such man-imagined gods being inferior and unworthy of worship was 
clearly demonstrated in the plagues that struck Egypt prior to the exodus of the Israelites.  
Apparently, the pagan people in their respective areas had been getting along fairly well with 
their belief systems until there was a challenge or question raised regarding their gods compared 
to Jehovah. When Moses went back to Egypt with the message of the one true God, then it was 
necessary to provide proof that the gods and goddesses of the Egyptians should not be trusted or 
worshiped.  This convincing proof was necessary to show the Israelites that they must abandon 
any belief and dependence on what they had been exposed to for hundreds of years related to 
false, pagan gods.  They were to become the nation that would be used by God to bring mankind 
back to a proper relationship with the Creator.  The importance of this mission for the nation is 
seen in the very first commandment given by God to Moses.  You shall have no other gods 
before me.  
 We know the account of how the Israelite people strayed away from what God was trying 
to accomplish even before Moses could bring the commandments to them.  The Promised Land 
was polluted with polytheistic ideas and the failure of the Israelites to eliminate such influences 
proved to be a problem throughout their history.  One of the people groups that occupied the land 
of Canaan was the Philistines that came to the area in two different migrations.  The first was 
around the time of Abraham (2000 BC) and the second was around 200 years after the Israelites 
had invaded and occupied the Promised Land.  They probably came from Crete and they 
occupied five towns along the western coast of Israel.  Their primary deity was the fish god that 
is named Dagon in the Old Testament.  He was thought to be the father of Baal the god of 



thunder, weather, and crops.  Images of Dagon show a combination of man and fish.  The 
Hebrew word for fish is “dagah” which would explain the Hebrew name for this idol.   
 During the time of the judges, the Israelites were dominated at various times by the 
Philistines and around 1100 BC the Philistines were attacking the town of Aphek which was 
about 25 miles from Shiloh.  Since the Philistines were organized with kings of their city states 
that had armies with iron weapons, the Israelites were no match for them militarily.   
 The Israelites had heard stories of the past where God had intervened on the behalf of the 
nation and provide deliverance.  In an effort to get God involved, they sent men to Shiloh to 
obtain help from God.  The problem was that they no idea as to how to obtain such help.  Even 
though they were aware of the stories of the past when God did help, they had not learned the 
lessons of the past.  Those lessons included the fact that repentance was the key to drawing near 
to God.  In their ignorance, they thought that if they simply brought the symbol of God’s 
presence into the battle that would give them victory.  Their ideas were influenced by pagan 
thoughts about how people could relate to deities.  They viewed the presence of the Ark of the 
Covenant as somewhat of a “good-luck charm.”  However, the very name of the “object” in 
which they were putting their trust should have given them a clue that “covenant” or being in 
agreement and obeying the commandments of God were essential.   
 Even the two sons of Eli did not understand the significance of “covenant” as they took 
the Ark into the battle area.  When the people saw the Ark come into the camp, they yelled and 
hollered and got all excited about the impending victory.  What they should have done was to 
have fallen on their faces in awe and silent reverence if they actually thought that this was the 
very presence of Holy God.  They had about as much understanding of a proper relationship with 
God as the Philistines did.  How did the Philistines react?  They showed more awe and fear than 
did the Israelites.  However, they had more confidence in their own gods and their own ability 
that they resolved to fight as hard as they could so that they would not become the slaves of 
Israel.   
 Since the faith and trust of the Israelites was misplaced or misapplied, they did not 
prevail and they experienced a resounding defeat, Eli’s sons were killed, and the Ark of the 
Covenant was captured by the Philistines.  
 
The Holy God – 5:1-5 
1 Now the Philistines took the ark of God and brought it from Ebenezer to Ashdod. 2 Then the Philistines took the ark 
of God and brought it to the house of Dagon and set it by Dagon. 3 When the Ashdodites arose early the next 
morning, behold, Dagon had fallen on his face to the ground before the ark of the LORD. So they took Dagon and set 
him in his place again. 4 But when they arose early the next morning, behold, Dagon had fallen on his face to the 
ground before the ark of the LORD. And the head of Dagon and both the palms of his hands were cut off on the 
threshold; only the trunk of Dagon was left to him. 5 Therefore neither the priests of Dagon nor all who enter 
Dagon’s house tread on the threshold of Dagon in Ashdod to this day.  1 Samuel 5:1-5 (NASB95) 
 Up until this point, the five cities of the Philistines seemed to have been doing quite well 
in their isolation from the God of Israel.  They apparently had successful fishing businesses and 
shipping interests.  They had enjoyed military successes and did not appear to have a lot of 
threats to their security.  We are not told why they had decided to attack that particular area in 
Israel at this time, but it was probably to enforce the collection of tribute money or grain that 
they were extorting from Israel.  They dominated Israel and because the Israelites were not living 
in accordance with the covenant, there was not a lot of opposition.   
 In effect, God had overlooked their ignorance because they did not openly challenge the 
person, authority and position of God.  They ignored God.  This was somewhat like the situation 
in Egypt until God initiated action through Moses that forced the Egyptians to make a choice.  In 



the case of the Philistines, they initiated the action that required a choice when they decided to 
take the Ark of the Covenant as a battle trophy.  That was bad enough if it had simply been greed 
and materialism at work because of the material value of the Ark.  However, they made the 
situation worse when they treated it as if their god had been responsible for the defeat of Israel’s 
God by placing the Ark in the temple of Dagon.   
 Just as in the case of the Egyptians, when God’s sovereignty was challenged by the pagan 
gods, destruction of the symbolism of those gods came about in a deliberate step-by-step 
sequence of events.  It is likely that it took awhile for the Egyptians to realize that the plagues 
were directly related to what they worshiped.  It did not take but two days for the Philistines to 
catch on since the destruction that came directly from God was directly applied to the idol of 
their god Dagon.   
 The statue of Dagon was part fish and part man.  It could be called a merman which 
would be the male equivalent of a mermaid.  The parts that were broken off were those that were 
more closely related to the human parts: the head, the palms of the hands or the soles of the feet 
(according to the Septuagint).  The only part left intact was the fishy part.  The message was 
clear enough that the Philistines had been worshiping a fish that had no godlike character.   
 In spite of this humiliation, they did not change their allegiance from Dagon to Jehovah.  
Instead, they gave reverence to the place where the broken parts of the idol were on the ground 
(the threshold) by avoiding stepping on that area of their temple.  The message was sent, but it 
was not recognized as a message from God that He alone is worthy to be worshiped.    
 
Judgment Experienced – 5:6 
6 Now the hand of the LORD was heavy on the Ashdodites, and He ravaged them and smote them with tumors, both 
Ashdod and its territories.  1 Samuel 5:6 (NASB95) 
 When a group challenges God and holds Him up to contempt, such actions produce a 
response.  It was bad enough that their so-called god had been destroyed and discredited, but 
they themselves had not (up until this point) experienced any direct consequences.  We don’t 
know how long after the incident in the temple happened until the plague of tumors started 
affecting the people.  Some have thought that the tumors were a result of bubonic plague that 
came about from rats or mice that came ashore from ships in the port.  Apparent this illness turns 
lymph nodes into tumors and produces death in many cases.  The association with mice or rats 
comes from what the Philistines did in trying to get rid of the plague.   
 The residents of Ashdod made the connection of the tumors with the presence of the Ark 
of the Covenant and they sent it to Gath which was twelve miles away.  The same thing 
happened in Gath and they tried to send it to Ekron.  The reputation of what was going on 
reached Ekron before the Ark did and they did not want any part of it but it was too late and they 
had the same problem.  After the third time, they finally they realized that a real solution was 
needed.  The leaders of the Philistines called in their religious gurus to come up with a plan to 
end the problem.   
 
Instructions Followed – 6:11-12 
11 They put the ark of the LORD on the cart, and the box with the golden mice and the likenesses of their tumors. 12 

And the cows took the straight way in the direction of Beth-shemesh; they went along the highway, lowing as they 
went, and did not turn aside to the right or to the left. And the lords of the Philistines followed them to the border of 
Beth-shemesh.  1 Samuel 6:11-12 (NASB95) 
 The solution to the problem seems to be a mixture of superstition and blind faith.  It is not 
exactly clear where to draw the line between the two ideas that were in operation.  They were 



convinced that this object needed to go away but they did not know where to take it and they did 
not know how to do it safely. They had concluded that even the representation of the God of the 
Israelite was dangerous.  That is true for those who did not show proper reverence or decorum 
for God.  Their problems caused them to think that they had done something wrong that had 
angered the “gods.”  There was a sense that some sort of restitution or guilt offering was needed 
to appease this powerful God.   
 That idea along with the concept of “sympathetic magic” led them to fashion five golden 
mice and five golden tumors as the guilt offering.  The idea of sympathetic magic was that if an 
image or likeness of something were created and then sent away that the troubles they 
represented would also leave.   
 The method they used to send the Ark “away” was designed to give them an answer to 
the question “Did the God of the Israelites cause the problem of the tumors?”  They took two 
cows that had un-weaned calves and yoked them to a cart on which they placed the Ark and the 
guilt offerings.  They thought that it would take divine intervention for the cows to leave their 
calves.  If the cows did not leave but just wandered around randomly, then that would be a sign 
to them that there was no connection of the plague with the presence of the Ark.  However, if the 
cows left the area, then that would be evidence that “the gods” were causing the cows to take the 
Ark away.  That would have convinced them that the tumors were a result of them having the 
Ark.      
 
Worship Offered – 6:13-16 
13 Now the people of Beth-shemesh were reaping their wheat harvest in the valley, and they raised their eyes and saw 
the ark and were glad to see it. 14 The cart came into the field of Joshua the Beth-shemite and stood there where there 
was a large stone; and they split the wood of the cart and offered the cows as a burnt offering to the LORD. 15 The 
Levites took down the ark of the LORD and the box that was with it, in which were the articles of gold, and put them 
on the large stone; and the men of Beth-shemesh offered burnt offerings and sacrificed sacrifices that day to the 
LORD. 16 When the five lords of the Philistines saw it, they returned to Ekron that day.  1 Samuel 6:13-16 (NASB95) 
 Beth-shemesh was near the border of Israel and Philistia and it seemed that the scheme 
devised through divination by the priests of Dagon had worked.  Here we see a principle in 
action that worked even for a pagan group of people.  They, in effect, came to realize that it was 
likely that they sinned against the God of the Israelites.  We might term this realization 
“confession.”  They sought to change the situation by reversing the action that had apparently 
angered God.  We call this “repentance.”  They even tried to make restitution with the guilt 
offering.  This could be thought of as genuine remorse.  The combination of a realization of 
error, confession, repentance and genuine remorse was endorsed and overseen by the leaders of 
the five cities.  This is somewhat similar to what the leaders of Nineveh did when they were 
confronted by God through Jonah.  God honored their action just as He spared Nineveh.   
 The people of Beth-shemesh recognized what was on the cart and had the presence of 
mind to call for the Levites to do something with the Ark.  The Ark had been in Philistine hands 
for seven months and the people rejoiced when it was back in Israel.  They were thankful and 
they worshiped God with burnt offerings of the two cows that had brought the cart to Israel.   
 
Lessons for the World Today 
 Israel was, in theory, a monotheistic nation but, in practice, they were influenced 
culturally and religiously by the ideologies of pagan gods that had become woven into the 
everyday routines of life.  When their pagan gods were trusted to the point of challenging the 
sovereignty of Jehovah, God would allow the enemies of the nation to dominate them or there 



would be droughts or famines or other problems that were designed to get their attention.  When 
the problems got bad enough for the people to realize that their disobedience was the problem, 
then they would turn back to God and acknowledge Him as Lord and God’s blessings would 
return.   
 Our nation has a statement that claims we are “one nation under God.”  However, as we 
look around, we find influences of other gods that have been woven into the fabric of what we 
call American life.  These “other philosophies” affect businesses, governments, schools, and 
even religious institutions that are considered to be Christian.  We adopt various practices and 
name things that are clearly influenced by pagan ideas.  The names of the various planets in our 
solar system are from Roman gods.  The names of days of the weeks are impacted by various 
mythological gods and goddesses.  Our major religious holidays are confounded with pagan 
symbols and for most people there are no connections to the Christian origins of the holidays.  
We have even put up monuments that are designed from pagan ideas and our money contains 
blatant pagan symbols that deny the sovereignty of Jehovah.  Statues of a pagan goddess are used 
as a symbol of what we stand for as a nation.  Even the pattern of the streets in our nation’s 
Capitol city are laid out in a Satanic pentagram.   
 All of these things have gone on for centuries and yet we have prospered as a nation since 
the presence of the pagan artifacts did not directly challenge the sovereignty of God.  Over the 
past half century the voices of challenge have increased to the point where Godly influence is 
challenged not only by individual atheists and advocates of other religions, but also the 
challenges are coming from the courts and legislative bodies of every level of government.  
These challengers have even gone to the point of trying to legitimize their pagan rituals and 
practices by getting endorsements from those who claim to represent the church.  This is an 
effort to change the words or the interpretation of the Word of God to endorse abortion, 
homosexuality, transgenderism, same-sex marriages and to make them the acceptable practices 
in the nation.  This is a direct, overt challenge to the authority and sovereignty of God.  This is 
like the Philistines taking the Ark of the Covenant and putting it into the temple of Dagon.    
 Paganism and false religious ideas have time and again been shown to have no validity.  
They had literally fallen on their faces and have been dismantled by those who believe and trust 
in the Word of God.  However, in spite of the fact there is no basis for what they believe, the 
enemies of God will not abandon their beliefs but simply press on in their ungodly practices.   
 God struck the Philistine with tumors.  If we are looking for a parallel to what happens to 
those who challenge the clear message of the word of God, we need go no further than HIV.  We 
see disasters happening in massive fires and outbreaks of tornadoes.  We see riots in our cities 
and the pending collapse of our economic system that will not be able to survive the massive and 
growing debt that we have.  We are experiencing loss of influence in the world in direct 
proportion to the degree to which we abandon obedience to the word of God.   
 The Philistines got the message and took action that would give them some relief.  When 
will we come to our senses and turn our “worship” from self, materialism, pagan ideas, 
endorsement of irresponsible freedom and secularism and turn back to God Who only is worthy 
of worship?   


