
“Partners in faith: Ebenezer” 

I Samuel 7:7-12 
Wayne Eberly 

March 21, 2021 

 

 With a slight turn to a line made famous by Charles Dickens, we 

might describe what has happened in the first seven chapters of I Samuel 

by saying, “It was the worst of times. It was the best of times.”  

 

 The worst first. I Samuel is set in the times before the temple had 

been built in Jerusalem. We enter this narrative at a time when Shiloh 

was the central place of worship, the place where the Israelites would 

come to offer their sacrifices. A man named Eli was serving as priest at 

the time, and his two sons, Hophni and Phinehas were the priests 

receiving the sacrifices at Shiloh. The description of Hophni and 

Phinehas will confirm what I have told you. “Eli’s sons were scoundrels; 

they had no regard for the Lord.” It was the worst of times. These 

scoundrels, Hophni and Phinehas, were playing fast and loose with the 

sacrifices being made to God. Instead of giving the best of the sacrifice 

to God, as commanded in the detailed instructions from Leviticus, these 

two scoundrels were taking the choicest pieces for themselves. We read, 

“The sin of these two young men was very great in the Lord’s sight, for 

they were treating the Lord’s offering with contempt.” The priests were 

treating the Lord’s offering with contempt. It truly was the worst of 

times.  

 

 But using the word worst so early in the sermon paints me in 

somewhat of a corner. If this is the worst of times, and who can argue 

that priests treating the Lord’s offering with contempt is anything but the 

worst, what do you do when things get even worse. Is it the worster of 

times? What I mean is not only do the sons of Eli treat the Lord’s 

offering with contempt they then lead Israel into a battle that ends in 

defeat. The defeat led by Hophni and Phinehas comes immediately on 

the heels of the first defeat Israel suffers in I Samuel. After being 

defeated, the Israelites call on Hophni and Eli to bring the Ark of the 



Covenant to where the battle is taking place. Surely with the Ark in their 

presence, Israel will conquer their dreaded enemy, the Philistine. 

Unfortunately, the Ark is not the magic answer. The Israelites are 

defeated. And the Ark is captured by the Philistines. The Ark was 

captured. Now do you understand what I mean when I say it is the 

worster of times.  

 

Unfortunately, the fortunes of Israel have not hit bottom yet. 

Hophni and Phinehas, those two scoundrels who treated the Lord’s 

offering with contempt, fall on the battlefield. As if their death is not the 

ultimate low point, the wife of Phinehas is pregnant. She gives birth. 

When she finds out that Eli has died…yes, Eli the father died…and 

Hophni and her husband Phinehas died, she dies. Her final act is to name 

the boy who is born, “Ichabod.” We find out the name Ichabod sums up 

this desperate time of utter decline and despair. The name Ichabod 

means, “The glory of the Lord has departed.” The priests were corrupt. 

The battle was lost. The priests and their father die. The Ark is captured. 

And the name that sums it all up is Ichabod. The glory of the Lord has 

departed. This wasn’t just the worst of times, it was the worster of times, 

and ultimately, it was the worstest of times. Sorry Mr. Dickens. I think I 

have completely butchered your balanced and succinct phrase. 

 

Thankfully, what we discover in reading the first seven chapters of 

I Samuel is that not only is it the worstest of times it is also the best of 

times. Or certainly, there are good things that serve to influence the 

events and lead Israel to a place where they experience God’s 

deliverance, where they have the opportunity to chart a new course. 

Instead of following the path of Hophni and Phinehas who treat the Lord 

with contempt, Israel is presented with an opportunity to follow God 

with a faith that is strong and sure. That kind of opportunity falls under 

the heading, “The best of times.” 

 

While Hophni and Phinehas are treating the Lord’s offering with 

contempt, a scene unfolds that is the complete opposite of their 

unfaithful actions. A woman comes to pray. This woman is heartbroken. 



She has not been able to have a child. It was not unusual in those days 

for a husband to have more than one wife, and this woman is one of two 

wives married to the same man. The other wife is presented as the rival 

of the woman who comes to pray. The rival has not suffered the same 

fate. The rival is bearing children left and right, and that adds to the pain 

of the woman praying. The woman is so desperate to have a child, 

particularly a son, that she vows if she is to have a son, she will give her 

son to the Lord. Similar to Samson, her son will be set apart, and set 

apart with the same vow, that no razor will ever be used on her head. 

The woman’s prayer is heard. Her womb is opened. A son is born. True 

to her word, she devotes her son to the Lord. The boy grows up in the 

Lord’s house, under the guidance of Eli, the priest who failed miserably 

with his own sons. This boy, under Eli’s tutelage, hears a clear call from 

the Lord. The boy answers the call with these memorable words, “Here I 

am. Speak, for your servant is listening.” The boy is Samuel. His mother 

is Hannah. The faith that is on display in this mother and her son, a faith 

that is such a marked contrast to Hophni and Phinehas, is deserving of 

the description, “It was the best of times.” 

 

The worst of times. The best of times. Hannah’s prayer is heard. 

Samuel is born. Samuel hears and answers the call of the Lord. Hophni 

and Phinehas lead the troops into a disastrous battle. The Ark is lost. A 

boy is born with the ominous name of Ichabod, symbolizing that the 

glory of the Lord has departed. But we discover no one gets to say the 

glory of the Lord has departed except the Lord, and God is not done with 

Israel. The Ark returns to Israel. Samuel leads Israel to victory in battle. 

And our story draws to an end, for now, with Samuel marking the 

victory by placing a stone in the ground and saying, “Thus far has the 

Lord helped us.” 

 

It is worth noting that Samuel not only leads Israel as they head off 

to a successful battle. Of more importance, Samuel leads Israel into a 

time of a renewed relationship with God. Before the battle, Samuel calls 

all the people to assemble together. He promises he will intercede for 

them. To intercede in the bible is to pray. Samuel says, “I will 



intercede…I will pray…I will pray to the Lord.” As Samuel prays, he is 

joined by the Israelites. The Israelites follow his example. As a sign of 

how serious the people are in their prayers, they fast, and they confess 

their sin. In other words, Israel repents. They turn from their ways that 

were taking them away from God. Instead of moving away from God, 

Israel draws near to God. You see, Samuel had called for a visible sign 

that they were turning to God. Samuel called on the people to put away 

their foreign gods and idols and to worship the Lord alone…to worship 

the Lord only…to worship the Lord wholeheartedly. The people heard 

the call and answered the call. Oh, what happened with Hophni and 

Phinehas was the worst of times. But what happens when a people 

repent, when a people put away their false gods and idols, when a people 

turn to God wholeheartedly, that is the best of times. And Samuel marks 

this time with a stone. The stone marks the victory. The stone marks a 

renewed commitment to the Lord.  

 

Samuel took a stone and set it up. The stone was a marker. The 

stone was a sign that literally meant, “Thus far the Lord has helped us.” 

In an interesting twist, we find out Samuel names the stone Ebenezer. 

Why name a stone? What does Ebenezer mean? It turns out Ebenezer 

means “Thus far the Lord has helped us.” Or more succinctly, “Stone of 

help.” The stone would be a lasting and enduring reminder of God’s 

help. All the worst of times experiences fade into the background. These 

are the best of times. God has helped us. God has brought us thus far. 

Thus far the Lord has helped us. And the name of that stone was 

Ebenezer. 

 

Ebenezer is a stone that marks a time of transformation. Wicked 

leaders have been deposed. A barren woman has been given a son. The 

son has heard the call of the Lord. Let me add something of importance 

about the call Samuel received. The introduction to chapter three, the 

chapter in I Samuel that tells of the call of Samuel, begins with these 

words. “In those days the word of the Lord was rare…” The 

transformation is a spiritual transformation. Now the word of the Lord is 

not rare. The word of the Lord is active. The word of the Lord calls a 



young man into service. And the young man answers, “Here I am, Lord. 

Speak, for your servant is listening.” Israel is experiencing a time of 

deep spiritual transformation. It begins with an answered prayer for a 

heartbroken woman. It is followed by the call of her son, a son set apart 

for the service of the Lord. That son grows and becomes the leader of 

the people, and he is a true leader. The people follow. They put aside 

their idols and false god. They turn to the Lord. They confess their sin. 

They fast. They pray. And when it is all said and done, they gather 

around that spiritual leader, that man named Samuel, and they observe a 

moment of great significance. A stone of remembrance is set up. That 

stone will help the people remember, “Thus far the Lord has helped us.” 

Now the people will have a sign and a symbol, a stone of help. And the 

stone will be named Ebenezer. “Thus far, the Lord has helped us.” 

 

Thus far…thus far marks a point on the journey. But thus far does 

not mark the end of the journey. Thus far is extremely important for us 

to keep in mind. Samuel is not saying the journey is over. The journey 

has come to this point. Thus far in the journey, the Lord has been our 

help. What a tragic mistake it would be for Israel to stand at that point of 

their spiritual journey, the place named Ebenezer, and say, “Thus far you 

have led us Lord. We have vanquished our enemies. We have emerged 

victorious. You answered our prayers. Thus far you have helped us 

Lord. But we’ll take it from here.” No. No. Noooo! If Israel says, “Thus 

far you have helped us, but we will take it from here,” guess where 

Israel will be in no time? Back at the worst of times…or the worster and 

worstest and every bad thing you can imagine. Thus far does not mean 

the journey is over. Thus far means Lord, you brought us this far, now 

lead us on. Now let us walk with you. Now you continue to be our God. 

We will be your people. We want to follow you. We want to worship 

you. We want to serve you. We want to honor you. We want to glorify 

you. And yes, we want to love you, with all of our heart and all of our 

soul and all of our mind and all of our strength. Thus far you have led. 

We are standing right here at Ebenezer…but we’re not done following 

you. Lead on, O King Eternal. The transformation has begun. We don’t 



want it to end. Not here. Not now. Not ever. Thus far you have helped 

us, O Lord. Now take us to the next level. 

 

Charles Dickens penned the line, “It was the best of times. It was 

the worst of times.” You might remember those are the first lines from, 

“A Tale of Two Cities.” But those lines fit pretty nicely when you attach 

them to another well-known figure brought to us courtesy of Mr. 

Dickens. The character I am thinking of has a special connection to the 

stone of help Samuel has set up. The character and the stone of help both 

bear the same name. The name is Ebenezer. 

 

When you read Dicken’s classic Christmas Carol, Ebenezer 

Scrooge literally embodies the phrase, “It was the best of times, it was 

the worst of times.” But like my use of those lines in this sermon, we do 

well to reverse the order. When we meet that crotchety Scrooge, 

mocking the Christmas spirit with his famous, “Bah humbug,” it is the 

worst of times. Here is a man whose heart is every bit as cold…perhaps 

colder than the bitter winter day on which we meet him. He won’t give 

to charity. He won’t let poor Bob Cratchit have enough coal to maintain 

a decent fire to warm himself. He begrudges Cratchit taking a holiday on 

the most Holy Day. He doesn’t pay Cratchit enough for him to provide 

for his family. And worst of all…or worster of all…oh, what the 

heck…worstest of all, we meet this mean man on Christmas Eve and the 

wonder of the birth of the Christ child doesn’t make one bit of difference 

in his hard heart.  

 

Thanks to some supernatural visitations, the ghosts who visit him 

that Christmas Eve, the ghosts of Christmas past, Christmas present, and 

Christmas future, old Ebenezer experiences a transformation.  

 

• The Ghost of Christmas Past takes Scrooge back to his childhood. 

It is heartbreaking to realize Scrooge wasn’t always so cruel. He 

had once been a child. Taken back to his childhood roots and as 

sights and sounds and smells, all of them pleasant come to mind, 

the transformation begins. The Spirit notices the change, which is 



not so subtle. “Your lip is trembling. And what is that upon your 

cheek?” (A tear. A frozen heart has begun to melt) We see Scrooge 

as a lonely boy all alone, and this sets Scrooge to sobbing. The 

visions of Christmas Past, joyful memories of a childhood long 

forgotten, speed the transformation. Scrooge just that day had 

rebuffed a young boy who was singing Christmas carols. You 

guessed it. Bah humbug! Now, being reminded of who he had once 

been, Scrooge tells the spirit, “There was a boy singing a 

Christmas Carol at my door last night. I should have liked to give 

him something.”  

• The Ghost of Christmas Present brings Scrooge face to face with 

how empty his life is. He sees his nephew celebrating the Holy 

Day and realizes he has missed so much. He sees Tiny Tim and the 

whole Cratchit family finding joy and peace, laughter and love, 

even though they have so little. The wonder of Christmas has made 

so many others full. He watches and realizes he is empty. Empty 

and alone. 

• The Ghost of Christmas Future shatters old Scrooge. He realizes he 

will die alone. No one will mourn his death. The only value his life 

holds is for those who will steal his clothes and household items. 

And they will laugh. What does that mean old man need with these 

things now? And he will see a weary Bob Cratchit sitting at home 

weeping and mourning. Tiny Tim has not survived in this version 

of the Christmas Future. Scrooge shutters with shame, realizing 

that he could have helped. He could have used his life to bless 

others. He could have laughed. He could have been a good uncle to 

his nephew. And he could even have brought a different outcome 

for that sweet little boy who is forever known by his gentle 

Christmas words, “God bless us every one.” 

 

The nighttime visits are effective. They achieve their goal. They 

accomplish their purpose. Scrooge experiences a transformation. Old 

Ebenezer recognizes he has squandered the precious gift of life. When 

he awakens to find that the precious gift is still his, that the precious gift 

of life has indeed been given back, joy overtakes his heart. Scrooge 



awakens to the gift of new life and cries out, “I don’t know what to do!” 

He is laughing and crying in the same breath. “I am as light as a feather. 

I am as happy as an angel. I am as merry as a school-boy. I am as giddy 

as a drunken man. A merry Christmas to everybody! A happy New Year 

to all the world! Hallo here! Whoop! Hallo!”1  

 

A life is changed. A life is transformed. The good and joyous thing 

that happened to Ebenezer warranted an Ebenezer. Ebenezer needed a 

stone to serve as a marker, “Thus far the Lord has helped me.” This is 

the best of times. But hold on. The times are about to get bester…or 

besterest. Scrooge does not set up an Ebenezer that says, “Thus far…” 

and then return to his old and cold hard-hearted ways. Ebenezer Scrooge 

becomes a second father to Tiny Tim…and Dickens makes it very clear, 

that dear little boy did not die. In closing we are told, “Ever afterwards it 

was always said of Ebenezer Scrooge, that he knew how to keep 

Christmas well.” The transformation was complete.  

 

Thus far…those words symbolize what God has done. Thus far the 

Lord has helped us. Thus far is not the time to say, “Thank you for 

taking us thus far, but we’ll take it from here.” No. No. Nooo!  

 

Here in the Season of Lent we are on a journey with Jesus. The 

journey takes Jesus to Jerusalem…and beyond. The journey takes Jesus 

to the cross. What a mockery it would be if all those who had been 

helped by the Lord, the leper, the lame, the sinners, the tax-collectors, 

the disciples who saw him feed thousands and still the storm, the blind 

and the deaf…what if all those who had been helped by the Lord were to 

stand outside Jerusalem and say, “Thus far you helped us Jesus. Now 

you are now heading into Jerusalem. We’re getting off this train. Thanks 

for the help you have given. But we will take it from here. We will go 

our own way. We will chart our own course.”  

 

 
1 Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol, p. 100. 



No. No. Nooo! No, we cannot do that. The Lord who has helped us 

is the Lord. He is our God. Our response is to follow Jesus, even when 

he enters into the bitter events that are truly the worst of times. Thus far 

means we walk with him into the garden where he will pray his tearful 

prayer…thus far means we will go with him when he is arrested….stand 

with him as he is tried…be by his side as he is sentenced to death…walk 

in lockstep with Simon of Cyrene as he carries the cross of 

Christ…huddle with the women as Jesus takes his last breath…hurry 

with the women as they go to the tomb on that third day…hurry with 

those whose hearts were so heavy. Thus far does not mean we find a 

convenient place to step aside and say we will take it from here Jesus. 

Thanks for all the help, but we’re done with this thing called 

discipleship. No, thus far means we go with him as he faces the worst of 

times…times that get worse and worse until the sky turns black, and we 

come face to face with what was undoubtedly the worstest of 

times…ever. 

 

On that first Easter, it was the worst of times. But we know the rest 

of the story. It was also the best of times. And there is a stone that has 

been rolled away. A stone of help. Jesus has risen from the dead. We 

stand at that empty tomb and we raise our Ebenezer. The Lord is our 

stone of help. Thus far he has helped us. And the tomb is not the end of 

our journey. Thus far…and beyond. Our Lord is leading us. 

  

There is an old hymn of discipleship. The words are simple and 

straightforward. They are a hymn about, “Thus far…” The words say, I 

have decided to follow Jesus. I have decided to follow Jesus. I have 

decided to follow Jesus. No turning back. No turning back. 
 

 


