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“The LORD will judge the ends of the earth;
 he will give strength to his king 
and exalt the power of his anointed.”

1 SAMUEL 2:10b
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A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary — through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it — the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos — in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is — so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos —what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos — personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile — the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent Hughes



Preface

Iam very grateful to Kent Hughes for his invitation and generous encouragement to contribute to the Preaching the Word series of expository commentaries. It has led to a rich experience for me in studying, teaching, and preaching the Books of Samuel in many different settings. I am also indebted to many brothers and sisters who have helped me teach and preach the Books of Samuel, particularly the congregations at Christ Church St Ives and the students and faculty of Moore College in Sydney, Australia.

The commentary has been written out of three particular convictions about the wonderful task of expounding the Word of God.

The first of these is that the richness of the Bible’s message is heard when attention is given to the particular details of the text under consideration. Certainly the major theme of a passage must be recognized — the “big idea” — but the insight of just this passage is only appreciated by taking seriously the unique way in which this text is expressed.

Therefore each of the expositions in this volume attempts to bring to light the specific shape and precise wording of the specific passage, often giving attention to fine aspects of the text. The written form of the expository commentary has often allowed me to include more of such detail than may be possible in many sermons. Some of the important discussion has been relegated to the endnotes. How much and which details to include in a particular sermon is a judgment that each preacher has to make. Nonetheless I am convinced that sermons are enriched by appropriate examination of the details of the text of Scripture. I have found this to be true in important ways in narrative texts such as the Books of Samuel.

The second conviction that underlies the expositions in this commentary is that the key to understanding the significance of any text of the Bible lies in seeing the text in question in its context. Furthermore the context of any Old Testament text such as those expounded in this volume includes not only the whole book in question (here 1 Samuel) or the whole epic history told from Genesis 1 to 2 Kings 25, of which 1 Samuel is part, but also the whole Bible, which is shaped by the Old Testament promises of God that find their fulfillment in the New Testament in Jesus Christ.

Stated briefly the Bible’s message is this: God’s good purpose in creation (Genesis 1–2) was not abandoned at the Fall (Genesis 3), but God promised to bring blessing to the whole world through Abraham’s offspring (Genesis 12:1-3; cf. 22:18). The Old Testament history of Israel is the record of God’s faithfulness to this promise despite repeated and disastrous human failure. The New Testament message is that in Jesus Christ God’s promises are fulfilled:

Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring. It does not say, “And to offsprings,” referring to many, but referring to one, “And to your offspring,” who is Christ. (Galatians 3:16)

And we bring you the good news that what God promised to the fathers, this he has fulfilled to us their children by raising Jesus. . . . (Acts 13:32, 33)

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy Scriptures. . . . (Romans 1:1, 2)

For all the promises of God find their Yes in him [Jesus Christ].
(2 Corinthians 1:20)

First Samuel is a very important part of the Old Testament history of Israel. Therefore each of the following expositions tries to show not only the place of the text in the story that 1 Samuel tells (though that certainly is important and illuminating), but also how the text relates to the complete Bible message. In particular I have tried to see each passage in the light of the fulfillment of the whole Old Testament message in the person and work of Jesus Christ.

The third conviction is even more basic than the first two. It is this: The proper purpose of Biblical exposition is not simply to find relevant lessons for life from the texts before us but to proclaim Christ. This ministry is wonderfully summed up in the words of the Apostle Paul:

Him we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may present everyone mature in Christ. (Colossians 1:28)

Each of these expositions therefore aims to show, by attention to detail and attention to context, how these Scriptures point us to our Lord Jesus Christ and the truth and grace that are to be found in him.

May God, whose words these Scriptures are, speak them again by the power of his Spirit and shine in our hearts “to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6).



PART ONE Samuel: The Leader God Provided

1 SAMUEL 1–7



1 The Leadership Crisis

1 SAMUEL 1:1, 2

Leadership is as important in today’s world as it has been in every society in every age. Some would go further and speak of a contemporary crisis of leadership. There is now widespread cynicism expressed, especially in the media, toward those in leadership. Confidence in our elected leaders is at a low ebb.

Of course, leadership is a much bigger subject than politics. Leadership also matters in the world of business, sports, entertainment, fashion. Indeed leadership is something that touches our lives at every level and in every sphere. All of us choose leaders and reject leaders. That is to say, we allow some people to influence us, and we reject the influence of others. This happens in many different ways — as we choose a career, as we learn, as we make important decisions, as we make life choices, as we develop our values. We do not do these things in isolation from external influences. On the contrary, our lives are shaped by the influence of different people whose example or ideas or vision or teaching or values we follow. These are our real leaders, although it is possible that we do not always think of them, and they do not necessarily think of themselves, as leaders. By definition leaders are those who are followed!

It is interesting to reflect for a moment on the leaders who have shaped your life. Who are the leaders who are now shaping your life? Some will be obvious. Some we might hardly realize.

I recently browsed the shelves of a local bookshop and noticed the number and variety of books on leadership. There is considerable interest in the subject. There is a popular Christian journal called Leadership. Mind you, most of the material I have seen is about how to be a leader rather than how to choose which leaders you will follow — which is surely the more important question.

However, all of us do both. On the one hand, whether we are high-flying achievers who think of ourselves as leaders or more humble human beings who see ourselves as small players in the game of life, all of us exercise influence (I am calling it leadership) somewhere. It may be over your children or within your family, a circle of friends, a neighborhood. To some degree and in some respect and in some areas of our lives, we are all leaders.

What kind of leader are you? What kind of leaders should we be? How do you work that out?

On the other hand, the more important thing is that we all follow leaders. No matter how high up the status tree you may think you have climbed (or think you will climb), there is always someone higher. Furthermore we all choose to follow leaders, the leaders we decide to trust, the leaders we allow to influence us.

What kind of leaders do we follow? What kind of leaders should we follow? How do we work that out?

If we could answer such questions with confidence and had the wisdom to put our answers into practice, it would make a real difference in how well we lived.

I have begun this exposition of the Old Testament book of 1 Samuel with these thoughts because the book of 1 Samuel is about leadership. Mind you, what we will learn from this part of the Bible is very different from anything you will find in your local bookshop in the “Leadership” section. Much in these pages will take us by surprise.

ISRAEL’S LEADERSHIP CRISIS

In 1 Samuel we find the story (which continues into 2 Samuel) of three great leaders of the nation of Israel, through a period when Israel experienced a massive leadership crisis that led to an historic change in the character of the nation’s leadership.

The three leaders were:1 Samuel (whose story begins in 1 Samuel 1), Saul (the first king of Israel, who will first appear in 1 Samuel 9 and whose death occurs at the end of 1 Samuel), and David (Israel’s second and greatest king who will enter the story in 1 Samuel 16 but will not become king until the early chapters of 2 Samuel).

Let us briefly set the scene. The book of 1 Samuel takes us back more than 3,000 years. The date was about 1050 B.C. It was a time when the question of leadership was very much in the air in the small and relatively young nation of Israel.

There had been about 200 years of extraordinary social upheaval, verging at times on anarchy. These were the 200 years after the Israelites had come into the land of Canaan under the leadership of Joshua. The era is often referred to as the period of the judges. Much of it is recounted in the book of Judges, which concludes with this summary: “In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25).2  In other words, there was no established and permanent political authority in the land. Anarchy reigned. There was a crisis of leadership in Israel. Or so it seemed.

What kind of leadership did this troubled society need?

We must, of course, remember that Israel was then different from any other nation in the history of the world. Israel was God’s chosen people. They had become a nation because of God’s promise to their ancestor, Abraham. The promise was that God himself would make them into a great nation and that through them he would bring blessing to the whole world (Genesis 12:1-3).

So the leadership question had a particular spin to it in those days at the end of the book of Judges and the beginning of 1 Samuel. What kind of leader did Israel, God’s own people, need? Through the period of the judges God had again and again raised up a leader (a “judge”) according to the need of the moment. But could that unpredictable arrangement be permanent? Could Israel survive lurching from crisis to crisis, as they had for the last two centuries? As we will see, threats from other peoples, especially the Philistines, were growing. We will also see that internal instability, even corruption in the nation’s leadership, was threatening Israel’s life. What was the solution for this special people whom God had made his own? What kind of leadership could provide stability and security to Israel? That is the question in the air as 1 Samuel begins.

Already we should realize that the Bible will introduce an important element to the leadership question: What does God have to do with leader-ship? As we follow the unfolding leadership crisis in Israel, we cannot avoid introducing this new element into the questions of our leadership crisis: what difference does God make to the kind of leader I should be and (more importantly) the kind of leaders I should follow?

The book of 1 Samuel is going to tell us the extraordinary story of the leadership crisis in Israel at the end of the second millennium B.C. In ways that will surprise us, it will point us to God’s astonishing answer to Israel’s predicament. We will see that God’s answer for Israel turns out to be his answer for the whole world and for each of us individually.

However, we must not jump ahead too quickly. In order to appreciate the important things that God has caused to be “written down for our instruction” (1 Corinthians 10:11)3  in 1 Samuel, we must listen carefully and patiently to precisely what is written and consider its significance in the context of the whole Bible.

We will begin with the opening paragraph, where we are introduced to a particular family that will play a very important role in the story 1 Samuel has to tell.

“A CERTAIN MAN” (v. 1)

The first few words of 1 Samuel are like the beginnings of a number of Old Testament books. There are names of people and places that seem to the modern reader to be quite obscure. These unfamiliar details do not exactly grab our attention. However, although the writer of an Old Testament book may not have treated his opening sentence in the way of modern authors, there is good reason for us to assume that the first few lines of a book are worth our careful attention.

In the case of 1 Samuel this expectation is rewarded in a surprising and paradoxical way. Remembering that the immediate background to 1 Samuel is the end of the book of Judges, we know that there were grave matters of national importance in the air: no king in Israel, everyone doing what was right in his own eyes. The book opens with details about “a certain man” from the hill country of Ephraim:

There was a certain man of Ramathaim-zophim of the hill country of Ephraim whose name was Elkanah the son of Jeroham, son of Elihu, son of Tohu, son of Zuph, an Ephrathite. (v. 1)

Why are we introduced to this man, Elkanah? The details given to us about him are, to say the least, perplexing.

His Town, His Family, His Connections

Ramathaim-zophim4 (or Ramah for short, see v. 19) is not a town of great importance in the Old Testament story so far. It was at this time a relatively obscure town in the hills of Ephraim.5 There is no obvious reason that we should be interested in “a certain man of Ramah.”

Neither are the family connections of Elkanah striking in any way. Jeroham (his father), Elihu (his grandfather), Tohu (his great-grandfather), and his great-great-grandfather Zuph are all relatively “insignificant and obscure people.”6 The information in verse 1 tells us only that this man was, as we might say, a “nobody” in Israel.7 Why, in these critical days, are we being introduced to this insignificant character?

Elkanah himself (or perhaps his great-great-grandfather) is described as an “Ephrathite.” This could mean that he had family connections with Bethlehem (also known as Ephrathah).8

We know, of course, that Bethlehem Ephrathah would eventually become very famous indeed. In the course of this book we will meet another Ephrathite who will make Bethlehem famous for all time. David was “the son of an Ephrathite” (1 Samuel 17:12), and Bethlehem is the town where his story began (1 Samuel 16:1-13). But he is still half a book away! About three centuries later, a prophet would say:

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, 
who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, 

from you shall come forth for me 
one who is to be ruler in Israel, 

whose origin is from of old, 
from ancient days. (Micah 5:2)

That very prophecy was fulfilled in the birth of Jesus (see the citation of Micah 5:2 in Matthew 2:6).

Once again we are jumping ahead too quickly! There is much for us to learn by following the path that begins here with the obscure Elkanah the Ephrathite. At the time of 1 Samuel 1:1 a connection with Bethlehem was no claim to fame.

His Important Unimportance

The very obscurity of the names and places in the opening sentence of the book is what should strike us. Their importance lies in their unimportance!9 In this case the obscurity is not a consequence of our being modern readers with little familiarity with the world of the Old Testament. These names were little known at the time referred to in 1 Samuel 1. From the point of view of social standing, fame, or power within the nation, Elkanah and his family were “nobodies.”

This is the first hint of a theme that will develop in the course of 1 Samuel. The solution to Israel’s leadership crisis will not be found in the expected places. We do not begin this story with the prominent and the powerful in Israel, but with an unheard of “certain man” from the hill country of Ephraim, possibly with remote family connections to the equally obscure town of Bethlehem. This book is about a God who makes something out of nothing, life out of death, rich out of poor, somebody out of nobody. This theme will be played out in a grand poetic prayer in chapter 2 (see especially vv. 6-8). The obscurity of Elkanah is the starting point of the book.

ELKANAH’S DOMESTIC SITUATION (v. 2)

From Elkanah himself, introduced in all his obscurity in verse 1, our attention is turned to his unfortunate domestic situation:

He had two wives. The name of the one was Hannah, and the name of the other, Peninnah. And Peninnah had children, but Hannah had no children. (v. 2)

This suggests that Hannah was Elkanah’s first wife.10 The couple suffered the all-too-common sadness of being unable to have children, and so, apparently, Elkanah took a second wife. Such an arrangement was not for-bidden in Old Testament times but commonly led to the kind of difficulties we will hear about in this chapter (see Deuteronomy 21:15-17). The new wife, Peninnah by name, bore Elkanah a number of children, but Hannah continued to have none.

Although the problem of childlessness can be a major crisis for a couple experiencing this difficulty, and perhaps particularly for a wife, we are again struck by the ordinariness of the situation that is brought before us in this book’s second sentence. With a national crisis in the air, our attention is drawn to the sad circumstances of one woman in Israel, the childless Hannah.

There are two reasons, however, that the introduction of Hannah and her troubles should catch our attention.

Where Is the Blessing?

The first is that Hannah’s predicament raises a question about God’s promised blessing on Israel. “There shall not be male or female barren among you,” God had said (Deuteronomy 7:14). If we were wondering about Israel’s difficulties in these days when everyone was doing what was right in his own eyes, Hannah’s troubles were a representation of Israel’s troubles. This nation had been promised blessing. Where was the blessing in their threatened existence? Where was the blessing for Hannah as a member of God’s people, Israel? Her name, ironically, means “grace.” What grace did she know?

The Beginning of Something?

The second reason that Hannah’s predicament should arouse our interest is that the Bible has told us of a number of other women in her situation. In each case the woman concerned experienced a particular act of God’s grace, by which she did bear a child, and the child played an important role in God’s purposes. Sarah “was barren; she had no child” (Genesis 11:30). But God promised Abraham that she would bear a child, and she bore Isaac (Genesis 17:16; 21:1-7). Isaac became the bearer of the great promise of God to bring blessing to the nations of the earth (Genesis 22:16-18). Rebekah “was barren,” but Isaac prayed for her, and she conceived and bore Esau and (more importantly, as it would turn out) Jacob, the father of the Israelite nation (Genesis 25:21-26). Jacob’s wife, Rachel, too, “was barren,” but “God listened to her and opened her womb,” and she bore Joseph, through whom God saved many lives (Genesis 29:31; 30:22, 23; 50:20). More recently (from the point of view of 1 Samuel 1) a woman who “was barren and had no children” was visited by an angel, was promised a son, and gave birth to Samson (Judges 13:2, 3, 24). Samson delivered Israel from the Philistines and ruled Israel for twenty years (Judges 15). Each of these women had shared a sadness like Hannah’s, but in each case a child was subsequently born who was God’s answer to the crisis of the time.

We are therefore justified in thinking that the very unimpressiveness of the beginning of 1 Samuel may be the beginning of something that God was about to do. Certainly we are right to think that only God could bring something important out of the unimportance and “barrenness” of 1 Samuel 1:1, 2.

Perhaps as we conclude this introduction we might be excused if we look ahead just a little. Indeed, there is no need to apologize for looking ahead. The Bible has a very important story to tell about what God has done to meet the leadership crisis, not just of Israel’s day, but of the human race in all of history. First Samuel is a crucial part of that story, but it will only be fully appreciated when it is seen in the light of the story’s astonishing end. 

Many years after Hannah, there was yet another barren woman. Her name was Elizabeth, and by God’s grace she bore a child, whose name was John (see Luke 1:7, 57-60). At about the same time, the sequence of barren women who gave birth came to its climax. There was a woman who was not barren but had not given birth to a child for the more simple reason that she was a virgin. Her name was Mary. While still a virgin, she conceived and gave birth to a child, who was given the name Jesus (see Luke 1:26-38; 2:1-7). It happened in Ephrathah, that is, Bethlehem (see Luke 2:4; cf. Matthew 2:1, 5, 6)!

The lesson for us from 1 Samuel 1:1, 2 is that God’s answer to the crisis in Israel, like God’s answer to the crisis of the world, comes from the most unexpected quarter. If we insist on looking to the powerful, the influential, and the impressive of this world, we will miss it. It began for Israel with a childless woman with family connections to Bethlehem. That is where we must look if we want to see God’s answer — just as we must look to the child of another woman, born in Bethlehem, if we are to see God’s answer for the world. The story of 1 Samuel eventually leads to the one whom God has exalted “at his right hand as Leader and Savior” (Acts 5:31).



2 Does God Care?

1 SAMUEL 1:3-28

Does God care? The state of the world raises the question sharply, as does the experience of life. It is one thing to discuss abstractly the existence of “God”; it is quite another to ask whether there is a God who cares about the catastrophes reported in this morning’s newspaper or the ups and downs of my life. The answer to the latter question matters enormously. If there is no one other than other human beings who cares about the human race and the individuals who comprise it, that is one thing. If that is the truth, then our hopes rest on the best and wisest people we can find. But if there is a God who does care about these things, we would be very foolish to carry on as though that were not true.

It would be equally foolish to imagine that God’s concerns must be the same as mine. Religious people too easily make God out to be in their own image. God is then no more than a figment of their imagination, and religion is make-believe. But if God is really there, and if he really does care, we would be wise to listen and learn from him precisely what he cares about and how he has expressed or will express his care.

In our introduction to the book of 1 Samuel we began to see the leader-ship crisis that was facing the people of Israel about the middle of the eleventh century B.C. For some 200 years they had experienced instability as a community and insecurity as a nation. Leadership structures of a permanent and stable kind had not yet emerged in Israel, and life was far from what God had promised before they had entered this land he had given them. Blessing was the summary word for what they were meant to enjoy (see, for example, Deuteronomy 7:13-16), but blessing was as far from the national experience as it was from Hannah, the first wife of an obscure man from the hills, who was unable to bear a child.

“Does God care?” was a question raised by the circumstances of Israel in 1050 B.C. as sharply as it was raised by the disappointment of Hannah. If God cared, what precisely did he care about, and how was his care expressed? Did he care about Israel’s suffering? Did he care about Hannah’s distress?

In the opening lines of 1 Samuel 1 we met Elkanah, the man from the hills, Hannah, his first wife, unable to bear a child, and Peninnah, his second wife, who seems to have given birth to children readily. The first episode in the book of 1 Samuel is Hannah’s story, which unfolds in four scenes.

SCENE 1: YEAR AFTER YEAR . . . (vv. 3-7)

In Scene 1 the particular story we are about to hear has not yet begun. We are given a glimpse of an annual event in the life of Hannah’s family. We observe this yearly family custom and learn something about Elkanah, Peninnah, and Hannah.

Elkanah and His Faithfulness (vv. 3-5)

Now this man used to go up year by year from his city to worship and to sacrifice to the LORD of hosts at Shiloh, where the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, were priests of the LORD. (v. 3)

Shiloh was located about fifteen miles north of Elkanah’s town, Ramah. It was the place where, some two centuries earlier, after the Israelites had entered the land of Canaan in the days of Joshua, the tabernacle had been set up (Joshua 18:1). It therefore became an important location in Israel’s national life. A great assembly of the Israelites was held there on the occasion of the allocation of the land to the twelve tribes (Joshua 18:1-10; 19:51; 21:2).1 On one occasion the Israelites gathered at Shiloh in preparation for war (Joshua 22:12). The tabernacle (and perhaps by now a structure some-what more substantial that may have been constructed there with the tabernacle) was at Shiloh.2 There was an annual “feast of the LORD” at Shiloh (Judges 21:19). Perhaps this was the occasion attended by Elkanah and his family.

At this time the priest in charge of matters at Shiloh was Eli, with his sons Hophni and Phinehas. We will hear a lot more about them in due course. For the moment we are simply given their names.

Every year Elkanah went up to Shiloh to worship “the LORD of hosts”3 and to offer sacrifices. Our first impressions of Elkanah are of a man who took the Lord seriously and was attentive to his responsibilities before God. Elkanah was a man of faith in God. He gave thanks to God and honored him in the way appropriate to his time.

This faithfulness to God appears to have been matched by proper conduct toward his two wives. Verse 4 tells us straightforwardly that Elkanah would give portions of the sacrifice to Peninnah and her children: “On the day when Elkanah sacrificed, he would give portions to Peninnah his wife and to all her sons and daughters” (v. 4).

Despite the fact that we are about to learn that Hannah was his favorite wife, he did not neglect Peninnah. He looked after her and her children’s needs. But verse 5, as translated by the ESV, suggests that he did discriminate. In the ESV verse 5 reads: “But to Hannah he gave a double portion, because he loved her, though the LORD had closed her womb” (v. 5).

This indicates that he gave Hannah “a double portion” because on the one hand “he loved her” and because, on the other hand, “the LORD had closed her womb.” Motivated by his love for her, he tried to compensate for the fact that she could not have children.

However, it is not at all clear that this is what verse 5 actually says.

There are three difficulties in this verse. First, what did Elkanah do? Second, what does that have to do with his loving her? Third, where does “the LORD closed her womb” fit in? Take these three questions in turn.

What did Elkanah do? While the Hebrew text is difficult, it does seem to indicate that, contrary to the ESV,4 Elkanah gave Hannah one portion, not a double portion.5 Elkanah, it seems, was fair in his dealings with his wives. The truth was that Hannah had no children and so needed only one portion.

What does that have to do with his loving her? Elkanah acted in this fair way, which showed no improper favoritism to Hannah, despite the fact that Hannah was the one he really loved. The RSV captures this sense: “[A]nd, although he loved Hannah, he would give Hannah only one portion, because the LORD had closed her womb” (v. 5, RSV).

“The LORD had closed her womb,” then, is the explanation of why the loved wife received less than the other. It was a simple, though of course sad, matter of fact that Hannah had no other mouths to feed.6

“The LORD had closed her womb,” then, expresses to us Elkanah’s own perspective on the situation. He did not understand why his loved wife was suffering this sorrow. But he did know that their circumstances were given to them by the God he worshiped. And, of course, he saw rightly. His behavior toward his childless wife was affected by his understanding. He did not express resentment toward her. He did not blame her. He loved her.

Elkanah saw these circumstances in the way in which we should see all of our circumstances, and especially those that are not welcome. All things that come our way (or do not come our way) are God’s doing. He is sovereign over all that happens in his world. He is therefore sovereign over everything that happens (and that does not happen) in our lives. We will see shortly that this does not necessarily mean passive acceptance of the permanence of whatever happens to us. But it does mean humble recognition of God’s hand behind the circumstances in which we find ourselves. This understanding will affect our behavior, especially in difficult and unwelcome circumstances.

Elkanah knew that, and his conduct in this first scene is an expression of that knowledge.

Peninnah and Her Taunts (vv. 6, 7a-b)

From Elkanah’s exemplary conduct, we turn to Peninnah, described in verse 6 as Hannah’s “rival”: “And her rival used to provoke her grievously to irritate her, because the LORD had closed her womb” (v. 6).

It is possible for the human mind to twist and distort a theological truth, so that it produces not righteous conduct, as we saw in Elkanah, but the opposite. Verse 6 repeats, word for word, the entirely correct understanding of Elkanah reported in verse 5: “the LORD had closed her womb.” Now, however, this understanding is part of Peninnah’s perspective on the situation, which she makes into a reason to taunt and provoke her “rival.”

We can imagine the harsh and hurtful words. “What have you got to thank the Lord for, Hannah? It’s a bit of a joke, Hannah, you coming here to give thanks to the Lord year after year when the one thing you want he won’t give you!” “The Lord has closed your womb, Hannah. Isn’t it obvious that he does not care about you?”

Exactly the same correct theological understanding of a situation can lead to proper conduct like Elkanah’s or can be misused as an excuse for improper conduct like Peninnah’s.7 “So it went on year by year. As often as she went up to the house of the LORD, she used to provoke her” (v. 7a-b).

Hannah and Her Suffering (v. 7c)

At last our attention comes to Hannah herself. There is little to say: “Therefore Hannah wept and would not eat” (v. 7c).

So distraught was she that she would not even eat the one portion Elkanah had given her. So it happened year after year, on these visits to Shiloh. That is our first scene.

SCENE 2: ONE DAY AT SHILOH . . . (vv. 8-18)

Scene 2 takes us to one particular occasion, one of these annual visits to Shiloh.8 On this occasion Elkanah found his sobbing wife:

And Elkanah, her husband, said to her, “Hannah, why do you weep? And why do you not eat? And why is your heart sad? Am I not more to you than ten sons?” (v. 8)

He treated her gently, tenderly. While he was powerless to change her circumstances, there is no suggestion that his words were other than under-standing and kind.9 He really did, as we heard in verse 5, love her.

Hannah’s Prayer (vv. 9-11)

Hannah, who has so far in the story been the passive recipient of the actions of others (of the Lord’s closing of her womb, of Peninnah’s taunts, and of Elkanah’s words of comfort), now acted. Her action (to all appearances an insignificant action) will turn out to change not only her life but the life of the nation and, indeed, if we dare to see it, the history of the world.

Follow what Hannah did: “After they had eaten and drunk in Shiloh, Hannah rose” (v. 9a).

Elkanah’s words of comfort in verse 8 seem to have had some effect, so that Hannah, on this occasion, participated in the eating and drinking referred to in verse 9.10 “They” in verse 9 seems to include Hannah.
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Hannah “rose” from her place at the table. This is the first action of Hannah in the story so far.

Before we hear what she stood up to do, we are pointed to the other character who will play a role in this scene: “Now Eli the priest was sitting on the seat beside the doorpost of the temple of the LORD” (v. 9b).

There, seated by the door of the Shiloh temple,12 was Eli the priest. We will hear much more about Eli in the following chapters. He was effectively the human leader of the people of Israel at this time. At this point he is portrayed as a passive figure (“sitting”). Hannah is the active one.

Our attention returns to Hannah: “She was deeply distressed and prayed to the LORD and wept bitterly” (v. 10).

“Deeply distressed” (literally, “bitter of soul”) implies Hannah’s “dis-appointment, dissatisfaction, discontent”13 with her circumstances. She was a deeply unhappy woman. But out of her misery and through her tears, Hannah “prayed to the LORD.”

It should be clear now that Hannah knew what the narrator has told us twice — namely, that it was the Lord who had closed Hannah’s womb.14 This knowledge, however, led Hannah to act in a way different from both her husband and her rival. She “prayed to the LORD.”

There is a special logic behind Hannah’s action. We might call it the logic of faith. To know that your suffering has come, ultimately, from God’s hand could lead to fatalism: “If God is sovereign, then who am I to do any-thing but passively accept my lot?” But that is not the logic of real faith in God. Alternatively the knowledge that God is Lord, even over my tragic experiences, could lead to resentment: “If God has done this to me, then I want nothing to do with him!” Again, this is not the logic of faith. Faith in God means knowing and trusting God’s sovereignty and his goodness toward us. The logic of faith says, “we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose,” and therefore nothing in all of God’s creation “will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:28, 39). Faith in God, therefore, leads us in our troubles to pray to the God who is sovereign over all things. That is what Hannah did.

Where did Hannah’s faith come from? Was it make-believe, like so much religion? There is a valuable hint in the language of Hannah’s prayer:

And she vowed a vow and said, “O LORD of hosts, if you will indeed look on the affliction of your servant and remember me and not forget your servant, but will give to your servant a son, then I will give him to the LORD all the days of his life, and no razor shall touch his head.” (v. 11)

When Hannah asked God to “look on [her] affliction,” she was echoing the language of God’s dealings with Israel. The exodus from Egypt in the days of Moses — that historic act by which God redeemed his people and brought them to himself to be his people — is typically described like this: “I have surely seen the affliction of my people,” “when they heard that the LORD . . . had seen their affliction, they bowed their heads and worshiped,” “the LORD . . . saw our affliction,” “you saw the affliction of our fathers in Egypt” (Exodus 3:7; 4:31; Deuteronomy 26:7; Nehemiah 9:9). The words in italics represent the same Hebrew words translated “look” and “affliction” in 1 Samuel 1:11. Hannah begged God to do for her what he had done for Israel in the days of Moses. She was asking God to do what God had shown to be his characteristic behavior toward his people.15

In other words, Hannah’s faith, expressed in her prayer, was not make-believe. It was confidence based on knowledge of what God is like and what God had done.

At the same time the language of Hannah’s prayer strengthens the impression we have already noted that Hannah’s experience can be seen as a reflection of the sorry condition of Israel. “Affliction” would not be a bad word for the people’s experience in the last pages of the book of Judges and the beginning of 1 Samuel. We will see that God’s response to Hannah’s need will turn out to be also his response to Israel’s need.

Hannah’s prayer took the form of a vow (“she vowed a vow”). It would be a misunderstanding to think that Hannah was here bargaining with God — making a promise that she hoped would induce God’s favor (“if you do this for me, I’ll do that for you”). Her prayer had the following elements:

[image: Bullet] She addressed God in terms that acknowledged his majesty: “O LORD of hosts.”16 She knew who God is. All true prayer is like that. Prayer has been made possible by God’s making himself known. We dare to speak to God because he has spoken to us.

[image: Bullet] She approached God in terms that acknowledged her place before him — “your servant.”17 She knew who she was before God. All true prayer is like that, too. We can only speak to God humbly.

[image: Bullet] She made her request known to God (cf. Philippians 4:6). She asked God for what she deeply desired. And what was that? God’s attention: “if you will indeed look on the affliction of your servant and remember me and not forget your servant . . . “ Here again is faith’s logic. Some other logic might want to escape from God if God is ultimately responsible for my sad circumstances. But faith understands that there is nowhere else to go. God is sovereign and good. Hannah’s only hope was that God, in his goodness, would attend to her sorrow, just as he had attended to the sorrow of the people of Israel in Egypt. There is a mystery here. Some modern writers set the kind of language used here by Hannah over against other Bible statements. If Hannah asked God to look upon her, does that imply that she had been out of his sight — as though God is not in fact omniscient? But elsewhere we read, “no creature is hidden from his sight” (Hebrews 4:13). If God is to “remember” and “not forget” her, does that imply that he had actually forgotten her, as though God has lapses of memory? But in the next chapter we will hear Hannah describe the Lord as “a God of knowledge” (1 Samuel 2:3). These statements are not in opposition. The language of Hannah’s prayer is the language of human experience. God’s omniscience and perfect knowledge were the presupposition of her prayer, but she prayed that God might so look on her misery and so attend to her that he would now do for her what he had previously not done — give her a son.

[image: Bullet] She made her vow to God. Should God grant Hannah her request, then she promised that the child would be given to the one who had given him to her. The sense in which Hannah will “give him to the LORD” is indicated in the words “no razor shall touch his head.” This appears to be a way of saying that he would be a Nazirite — a person particularly dedicated to God’s service. A Nazirite vow was normally a temporary matter. In this case, however, Hannah’s child would be a Nazirite “all the days of his life.”18

Such was Hannah’s prayer. The narrator has given us the privilege of hearing Hannah’s prayer as only Hannah and the Lord would have heard it on that day. If we had been an ordinary witness to this tearful woman’s distress that day, we could not have guessed the significance of her action. 

Eli’s Assurance (vv. 12-17)

Certainly Eli didn’t. The old priest saw her but completely misunderstood: 

As she continued praying before the LORD, Eli observed her mouth. Hannah was speaking in her heart; only her lips moved, and her voice was not heard. Therefore Eli took her to be a drunken woman. And Eli said to her, “How long will you go on being drunk? Put away your wine from you.” (vv. 12-14)

In the light of what we will learn in chapter 2, it is likely that Eli’s mis-understanding was based on too many experiences of improper conduct at the Shiloh temple (see vv. 12-17). Eli’s misunderstanding certainly raises questions about his competence. If Israel had a leader who could not tell the difference between a godly woman’s heartfelt prayer and drunken rambling, no wonder Israel had a leadership crisis! This matter will become clearer in our study of chapter 2.

Hannah’s response put Eli straight:

But Hannah answered, “No, my lord, I am a woman troubled in spirit. I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul before the LORD. Do not regard your servant as a worthless woman, for all along I have been speaking out of my great anxiety and vexation.” (vv. 15, 16)

Later we will hear that Eli’s sons, Hophni and Phinehas, were “worth-less men.”19 Hannah here insisted that she was not “a worthless woman.”20 The “worthlessness” of Eli’s sons was linked, as we shall see, to the fact that “they did not know the LORD” (1 Samuel 2:12).21 Hannah, however, was not like that. On the contrary, she had been pouring out her troubled soul to the Lord. In her great sadness, her prayer shows that she, unlike them, knew the Lord.

At last Eli spoke as he should have spoken at first: “Then Eli answered, ‘Go in peace, and the God of Israel grant your petition that you have made to him’” (v. 17).

Unknown to Eli he introduced a play on words that will be developed by the end of this chapter. “Your petition that you have made” is, very liter-ally, “your asking that you have asked.” This vocabulary of asking occurs seven times in this chapter with interesting implications that we will see in a moment.22 More importantly (and equally unknown to the old priest) he endorsed a prayer that would lead to his own demise.23 When the God of Israel granted what Hannah asked of him, Israel would have a new leader.

Hannah’s Lifted Face (v. 18)

Hannah’s prayer changed things. In the first place it changed her: “And she said, ‘Let your servant find favor in your eyes.’ Then the woman went her way and ate, and her face was no longer sad” (v. 18).

She came away from bringing her request to the Lord a different person from the one Elkanah had tried to comfort back in verse 8. Now she was no longer weeping, no longer refusing her food, no longer sad. We may well say that she had cast all her anxiety on the Lord, knowing that he cared for her. Certainly she had humbled herself under God’s mighty hand, and he had exalted her (cf. 1 Peter 5:6, 7).

There is Scene 2, and the turning point of this story.

SCENE 3: BACK HOME AT RAMAH . . . (vv. 19, 20)

Scene 3 is brief.

Worshiping the Lord (v. 19a)

In verse 19 we see the family of Elkanah worshiping the Lord the next morning: “They rose early in the morning and worshiped before the LORD; then they went back to their house at Ramah” (v. 19a).

I expect that Hannah’s worship that morning had a different tone! This year her journey back home was no doubt in a different spirit from the earlier journey from Ramah to Shiloh.

Remembered by the Lord (v. 19b)

What happened then? Hannah had prayed in verse 11, “If you will indeed look on the affliction of your servant and remember me . . .” We now read: “And Elkanah knew Hannah his wife, and the LORD remembered her” (v. 19b).

Just as the Lord had “remembered” Noah in the days of the flood, Abraham when he destroyed Sodom, Rachel when she conceived Joseph, and his covenant with Abraham in the days of Moses (Genesis 8:1; 19:29; 30:22; Exodus 2:24; 6:5; cf. Numbers 10:9), so he “remembered” Hannah. Whenever God “remembered” his people, it led to his action on their behalf. We will not be mistaken if we expect that his remembering Hannah will involve his remembering his people Israel.

Samuel (v. 20)

And in due time Hannah conceived and bore a son, and she called his name Samuel, for she said, “I have asked for him from the LORD.” (v. 20)

In Hebrew “Samuel” sounds a little like “Asked for.” About this lad we are going to hear very much more.

SCENE 4: AT SHILOH AGAIN . . . (vv. 21-28)

There is one final scene in this story of Hannah. Scene 4 will take us back to Shiloh again.

Vow Remembered (vv. 21-23)

The time came around for Elkanah to make the annual journey to Shiloh.

“The man Elkanah and all his house went up to offer to the LORD the yearly sacrifice and to pay his vow” (v. 21).

Hannah’s vow had not been forgotten, but now we see that Elkanah also had a vow. We are told nothing specific about this vow, except that he went up with his family to fulfill it.24 However, Hannah did not go:

But Hannah did not go up, for she said to her husband, “As soon as the child is weaned, I will bring him, so that he may appear in the presence of the LORD and dwell there forever.” (v. 22)

Hannah would not go up to Shiloh until she was in a position to fulfill her vow. Elkanah was fully supportive: “Elkanah her husband said to her, ‘Do what seems best to you; wait until you have weaned him; only, may the LORD establish his word’” (v. 23).

What did Elkanah mean by “may the LORD establish his word”? We might have expected him to say, “May the Lord help you to keep your word.”25 After all, it is Hannah’s vow to the Lord that is under consideration here. What could Elkanah possibly mean by “his [the LORD’s] word”?

There is no explicit “word” of the Lord in this particular narrative. However, God’s “word” is in many ways the theme of the whole story of which 1 Samuel 1 is part. God’s “word” is the expression of his purpose, particularly in his promises to Israel. That was “the good word that the LORD spoke to the house of Israel” (literal translation from Joshua 21:45; cf. 23:14, 15). When we hear Elkanah say, “May the LORD establish his word,” we realize, if we have not realized it before, that the Lord’s answer to Hannah’s prayer is part of his greater purposes for his people. The Lord has answered Hannah’s prayer. May he go on to bring his purposes to fulfillment! Elkanah was a man of remarkable insight. Perhaps he spoke more profoundly than he knew.

There was then a period, perhaps two or three years, during which Hannah cared for her son:26 “So the woman remained and nursed her son until she weaned him” (v. 23b).

A Vow Kept (vv. 24-28b)

When the time eventually came, Hannah took the young boy with her to Shiloh:

And when she had weaned him, she took him up with her, along with a three-year-old bull, an ephah of flour, and a skin of wine, and she brought him to the house of the LORD at Shiloh. And the child was young. (v. 24)

And so with a thank offering of generous proportions27 Hannah set off to keep her word. The young lad28 was brought to Shiloh.

Then they slaughtered the bull, and they brought the child to Eli. And she said, “Oh, my lord! As you live, my lord, I am the woman who was standing here in your presence, praying to the LORD. For this child I prayed, and the LORD has granted me my petition that I made to him. Therefore I have lent him to the LORD. As long as he lives, he is lent to the LORD.” (vv. 25-28b)

As we saw in verse 20, Hannah had named the boy Samuel because in Hebrew “Samuel” sounds a little like “Asked for.” Now she used “ask” words four times over. We cannot see this in our English translations, but it is striking in Hebrew: “The LORD has granted me my petition that I made of him. Therefore I have lent him to the LORD. As long as he lives, he is lent to the LORD.” The words in italics are all forms of the word ask in Hebrew. Most curious of all is the fact that while Samuel sounds a little like “Asked for,” a little later in 1 Samuel we will come across a name that really does mean “Asked for.” That name is identical in Hebrew to the last occurrence of this verb in verse 28. The name is Saul. From the very beginning, long before these things actually took place, Samuel’s name was linked to that of Saul.

Worship (v. 28c)

For the time being our story concludes with the boy Samuel worshiping the Lord at Shiloh. “And he worshiped the LORD there” (v. 28c).

What, then, are we to make of 1 Samuel 1? If this ancient story is the Word of God, what should we learn from God here? There are a number of possibilities.

We might, for example, notice the character of the excellent Elkanah. He seems to be presented in very positive terms. He is not one of the Bible’s better-known figures, but here we see this faithful, godly man and husband honoring God and loving his distressed wife in domestically difficult circumstances. We could do worse than reflect on Elkanah’s example. He clearly provides a good example (see particularly vv. 3-5, 8, 21, 23).

However, the chapter is much more about Hannah than it is about Elkanah. We may well profit, then, from considering what Hannah did with her distress. Prayer was not for Hannah a formality. It was real. She cast her cares on the Lord, knowing that he cared for her. And indeed he did. Again we see in Hannah a clearly good example.

Nevertheless I believe that we would be quite right to feel a little unsatisfied with both of those lines of thought. Not that there is anything wrong with the observations made so far. This chapter does present good examples in the conduct of both Elkanah and Hannah, but that does not seem to be the central message of this chapter.

We must be very careful when we just take the human characters in a Biblical narrative as examples. Of course, there are times when that is exactly what they are, and even chiefly what they are. It would be wrong to deny any exemplary understanding of persons in the Bible. But here there is clearly a problem. Are we to conclude on the basis of 1 Samuel 1 that if you are sad because you are a woman who cannot have children (or perhaps sad because of any other disappointment in life) you should pray earnestly to the Lord and the disappointment will turn to joy because you will get what you long for? Is that the message of 1 Samuel 1? If not, why not?

The answer is obvious enough. There must have been many other child-less women in Israel. It is reasonable to assume that many of those prayed sincerely for a child. It is equally reasonable to assume that many of those were still not given a child. In other words, we are told this story of Hannah not because it is typical of every troubled person in Israel who prayed, but precisely because her story is unusual. Of all the troubled women in Israel, the Lord chose to grant the prayer of this one. The unusualness of Hannah’s story, then, limits the sense in which it can be exemplary.

Why was the prayer of Hannah granted? Was it because she was so sincere in her praying? No. Was it because she was the most miserable of all childless women? Of course not. Was it because she made such an extra-ordinary vow? Certainly not.

You see, although it is right to see Hannah as an example for us up to a point, taken too far the exemplary approach might mislead us into thinking one of those ideas is Biblical.

First Samuel 1 is not primarily about Hannah, any more than it is primarily about Elkanah. It is mainly about God. First Samuel begins by showing us that God cared for Hannah. We will see, as this story unfolds, that his care for Hannah was his care for Israel. What he did for Hannah would turn out to be for Israel. Samuel (and indeed the strangely hinted-at Saul) would turn out to be, in their own ways, part of God’s answer to Israel’s leadership troubles.

First Samuel 1 points us to a most unexpected starting point for the answer that God is going to provide for the leadership crisis. Who would have looked twice at miserable, sobbing Hannah for the answer to Israel’s crisis? We expect to find answers from the powerful. Hannah was not powerful. Her family were “nobodies.” The point of her story, however, is that God cares.

Does God care? Yes, he cared about the leadership of his people Israel and gave Hannah a son. Yes, he cares about the leadership of the world and of us. Hannah’s son will be surpassed by Mary’s son. God’s care for us all finds its fullest expression in Jesus Christ. If you belong to him you can learn to “cast all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7).



3 The God of Knowledge

1 SAMUEL 2:1-10

Do you believe in God? That may seem a strange question to pose to a reader of a commentary on 1 Samuel. Who would read a book like this except someone who takes God seriously and has an honest interest in his Word? And yet I ask the question with complete seriousness because those of us who do indeed “believe in God” very easily forget the astonishing difference such belief must make to our understanding of everything.

Too often to believe in God is treated as though it were simply one part of a person’s outlook on life, even perhaps a quite minor part. Some people are conservative, some progressive; some are outgoing, some more introverted; some are religious, some not so. However, such a domestication of belief in God is profoundly misguided. To believe in the God of the Bible is to see the whole world and all of life in radically different terms from the person who does not hold this belief. The person for whom believing in God is a small thing, just a part of their complex of attitudes, with no more drastic consequences than possible church attendance (or reading a commentary on 1 Samuel!), does not believe in the God of whom the Bible speaks. Not really.

The person who believes (who actually does believe, not who just says he believes) in God (the God who is there, not just some idea of God) will not only understand things differently — such a person will live differently. Values will be different, as will ambitions, joys, sorrows, loves, hates, motivations, confidence, fears. Why and how this is so is the theme of 1 Samuel 2:1-10.

One area in which our belief in God must make a profound difference is our attitude to leadership. Does your belief in God make a difference regarding the kind of leaders you follow and the kind of leader you are? Does God substantially change the confidence you place in leaders and what you expect from leaders? These are difficult questions, but very important if believing in God is real.

In 1 Samuel 2:1-10 we hear the wonderful prayer of Hannah. One of the things we are going to see in the narrative of 1 Samuel is that the writer is not always committed to recording events in strict chronological sequence. This prayer may have been prayed, as it at first appears, at Shiloh, at the time when Samuel was dedicated to the Lord’s service under Eli’s tutelage. It is also possible that it was prayed earlier than it appears in the story, perhaps at the time of Samuel’s birth. It is not out of the question that it could have been uttered at some later time, perhaps after Hannah had given birth to more children.1

The precise moment it was uttered matters little. What is clear is that the birth of Samuel, in answer to her earlier prayer in chapter 1, was the occasion and reason for this prayer. It is remarkable that this event should have inspired a prayer that looks so far beyond the circumstances that gave rise to it. By its end Hannah’s prayer becomes a prophecy, with implications for the whole world and all of history!

The prayer has three parts: an introduction (which I have headed “The Incomparable God,” vv. 1, 2), the body of the prayer (“The Transforming God,” vv. 3-8), and a conclusion (“The Victorious God,” vv. 9, 10).

THE INCOMPARABLE GOD (vv. 1, 2)

The opening lines of Hannah’s prayer immediately reveal that this woman could not be accused of superficiality in her faith in God. She speaks first of her joy and delight in God, and second of his utter incomparability.

Joy and Delight (v. 1)

And Hannah prayed and said,
“My heart exults in the LORD;
my horn is exalted in the LORD. My mouth derides my enemies,
 because I rejoice in your salvation.” (v. 1)

The last time Hannah “prayed,” things had been rather different.2 Then she had been “deeply distressed” and “wept bitterly,” not only because of her childlessness, but because of the taunts of her rival, Peninnah (1 Samuel 1:10).

Hannah now spoke of the difference God had made to her “heart,” her “horn,” and her “mouth.” The language is extreme for the very good reason that the impact that God had on her life was overwhelming. However, there was more to it than that.

Listen to what she said in these opening lines, and then consider why she spoke so extravagantly.

A little earlier Elkanah had asked Hannah, “Why is your heart sad?”— more literally, “bad.” She had described herself as “a woman troubled in spirit.” She had poured out her “soul” before the Lord (1 Samuel 1:8, 15). Hannah’s “bad heart,” troubled spirit, and distressed soul had now been transformed. “My heart exults in the LORD,” she said.

In Biblical thought the heart is more than the seat of emotions. The heart is the center of the person. Thoughts and plans, will and decision, as well as deep emotions, come from the heart. In Hannah’s case the Lord was now the focus of her heart’s confident joy.

“My horn“ (sometimes rendered as “my strength” in modern English) is a vivid Biblical animal metaphor. The idea seems to be that the animal’s horn is its glory and power, held high, perhaps in triumph after goring an enemy into submission.”3 While we might appreciate translators’ attempt to make this image’s meaning clear for us by translating it as “my strength,“ I am sure you will agree that something is lost!4 This woman who had previously prayed out of her “great anxiety and vexation” speaks very differently now. “My horn is raised high by the LORD,” she said.

“My mouth derides my enemies” is another domestication of an even more severe Biblical image. The animal imagery of the previous line seems to continue, and Hannah literally says, “My mouth is wide against my enemies” — that is, like the triumphant animal ready to devour its prey!5

On the one hand it is right to recognize that Hannah’s graphic language is poetic, and we need to take this into account as we hear its violence. It is a metaphor. On the other hand we should appreciate that the metaphor is so forceful because Hannah understood her experience to have been very dramatic indeed. Why, we will see in a moment.

The reason for the exulting of Hannah’s heart, the lifting of her “horn,” and the wideness of her mouth is given in the last line of verse 1: “because I rejoice in your salvation.”

Salvation is a very important word in the Bible because the Lord is a God who saves. It is unfortunate when the word becomes empty religious jargon. In Hannah’s case, however, we might be excused for wondering whether “your salvation” is a rather exaggerated term for the birth of her child.

As we listen to the strong language with which Hannah’s prayer began, we may well wonder whether it is not all just a little overstated. We under-stand that she had been a childless wife. Now she had a son. She had been the object of cruel mockery. Now her rival could laugh at her no more. She had been bitterly distressed. Now she was filled with joy. And we understand that all this was God’s doing. He had answered her prayer. Nonetheless, we wonder whether Peninnah’s taunts warrant the language “my enemies” and whether Hannah’s happy change of circumstances should really be called God’s “salvation.” Her language makes her sound rather more like a victorious army than a new mother!

The incongruity between Hannah’s extreme language and what was, after all, a common enough (though wonderful) experience, the birth of a child, is an important key to this remarkable prayer.

In her earlier prayer, in chapter 1, we noted that she drew on the vocabulary of Israel’s history. The same is true of this prayer. Hannah sounds like a victorious army because she was echoing the language of Israel on occasions of great deliverance by God. In particular she seems to express the same sentiments as Moses and the people of Israel after they were rescued from the Egyptians:

I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;
the horse and his rider he has thrown into the sea.

The LORD is my strength and my song,
 and he has become my salvation;

this is my God, and I will praise him,
my father’s God, and I will exalt him. (Exodus 15:1, 2)

When Hannah had prayed for a child, she had used language that reminded us of God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt. Hannah had cried out to the God who had “seen” the “affliction” of his people in Egypt, asking him to now “look on” her “affliction.” The words of her prayer helped us to see that her suffering was, in a sense, a representation of Israel’s suffering. We began to see that Hannah’s story stands at the beginning of 1 Samuel because there is a connection, yet to be played out, between Hannah’s story and Israel’s story.

In the same way her language as she praised the God who did look on her affliction helps us see that God’s goodness to her was in a sense a representation of God’s goodness to Israel. The birth of Samuel stands at the beginning of 1 Samuel because there is a connection, yet to be played out, between Samuel and the story of God’s salvation of his people Israel.

Hannah may, of course, have spoken more profoundly than she fully understood. That is a common feature of Biblical history that we will see many times in 1 Samuel. However, as we now listen to her words we will find a growing realization that the birth of Samuel, the occasion for this prayer, was part of something far, far bigger. Hannah’s prayer was surely divinely inspired. By the end of the prayer she will be speaking as a prophet.

No One Like Him (v. 2)

Hannah’s exuberant faith in God was the same as the faith of Moses and Israel at the time of the exodus. At the core of that faith was an appreciation of his utter uniqueness:

There is none holy like the LORD;
for there is none besides you;
there is no rock like our God. (v. 2)

After the exodus Moses and the people had sung:

Who is like you, O LORD, among the gods?
Who is like you, majestic in holiness,
 awesome in glorious deeds, doing wonders? (Exodus 15:11)

Quite simply, those, like Hannah, who know the God of the exodus know that there is no one, no thing, no power — there is nothing to compare to the Lord.

Hannah makes this point in three lines, the second of which sums up the general truth, “there is none besides you.”6 The first and the third lines make the slightly more particular points that the Lord is unique in holiness and in being a “rock.” “Holy” speaks of God’s perfection, with moral overtones,7 while “rock” speaks of the protection and security to be found in him.8

This God cannot be set alongside other options that might be the focus of our hopes, our confidence, and our dreams. Nowhere will you find goodness as perfect as the holiness of the Lord; nowhere will you find safety as sure as our God provides. Hannah knew, as the Israelites who came out of Egypt knew, the stupidity of allowing anything to rival the Lord, this holy God, our rock. He is the incomparable God! There is no one besides him, no one like him!

Do you think you believe in God like Hannah believed in God?

THE TRANSFORMING GOD (vv. 3-8)

This introduction is followed by the body of her prayer, in which we will see the radically different view she had of everything in the world because of the faith in God expressed in verses 1, 2.

Knowledge That Answers Arrogance (v. 3)

First mentioned is human arrogance:

Talk no more so very proudly, 
let not arrogance come from your mouth;

for the LORD is a God of knowledge,
and by him actions are weighed. (v. 3)

“A God of knowledge” is a God who knows. This is a wonderful description of God. God is not an abstract or religious idea. He is related to us, and to his whole creation, by knowledge. He knows all. There are no secrets from him; there are no mysteries to him; there is no unknown to him. There is no possibility of deceiving him (cf. Luke 16:15). Human pride and arrogance is a form of pretending. Because the Lord is a God who knows, it must stop!9

The proud and the arrogant are those who deny in their attitudes and actions, but particularly in their speaking, the uniqueness of the Lord. Self-centeredness, self-confidence, self-sufficiency is what they express. Because the Lord is a God of knowledge, such proud talk must cease.

All human actions should be seen in the light of the fact that they are weighed by the God of knowledge (cf. Romans 2:16). Look at Peninnah’s hateful cruelty. Weighed by the God of knowledge, its true character is seen. Look at the things you have done today. Can you see them weighed by the God of knowledge? Particularly consider the human abilities, achievements, triumphs, and successes that lead to pride and self-confidence. When they are weighed by the God of knowledge, the arrogant mouth is silenced.

Power That Turns the World Upside Down (vv. 4-8c)

In verses 4 to 8 Hannah catalogs a series of things that generate human pride and shows how different they look when the incomparable God of knowledge is taken into account.

“The bows of the mighty are broken” (v. 4a) Perhaps she was thinking about the Egyptians again. What fearful warriors they were! Within a few pages in 1 Samuel the Philistines will appear. The people of Israel will have reason to tremble. Interestingly the “bows” of the Philistines will appear in the last chapter of 1 Samuel and will be indirectly responsible for Saul’s death and a terrible defeat of the Israelites (see 31:3). We must not underestimate “the bows of the mighty.” They are very powerful indeed and can do much damage.

However, Hannah saw “the bows of the mighty” in the light of the “God of knowledge,” by whom actions are weighed. “The bows of the mighty are broken,” she said. Shattered. Smashed. Like the Egyptian chariots sinking beneath the waves of the sea (Exodus 15:4). The Lord demolishes human power. Do you see human power in that light?10

The other side of this reality is: “. . . but the feeble bind on strength” (v. 4b).

In due course this book will tell us of a young lad with a few pebbles in his shepherd’s pouch — “feeble” is what he looked like — who will bring down a Philistine giant (see 17:40-51). If you had seen the two facing each other, if you had heard the arrogance that came from the Philistine’s mouth, you would not have held out much hope for the boy. Unless, that is, you saw things as Hannah did and knew that there really is no rock like our God. With him strength does not depend on human power. “The feeble bind on strength.”

Human power and human weakness look completely different if you believe in God as Hannah believed in God.

Turn from human power to human plenty: “Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread” (v. 5a).

Much later in the story of 1 Samuel we will meet a very rich man who feasted like a king but refused to give food and drink to some strangers who asked him (see 25:1-12). We will see that his full stomach did not save him! People who have plenty can seem as though they could never be in need. Unless, that is, you see them with eyes like Hannah’s, knowing that actions are weighed by the God of knowledge.

On the other hand: “. . . but those who were hungry have ceased to hunger” (v. 5b).

In the story of the very rich man, those strangers who were hungry were provided for by God’s providential care (1 Samuel 25:18-35). The satisfaction of human need does not depend finally on human resources. Human security cannot be measured by human prosperity. “There is no rock like our God” (v. 2).

Once again I wonder whether you are finding that you believe in God as Hannah did?

The catalog of reversals in Hannah’s faithful perception of the world now turns to her recent experience: “The barren has borne seven . . .” (v. 5c).

I am not at all sure that Hannah had borne seven children yet, but there was no reason why she could not — not if you take into account the Lord.11

On the other hand: “. . . but she who has many children is forlorn” (v. 5d).

Just as Hannah’s misery at her barrenness was not unchangeable, so Peninnah’s happiness at her many children was not secure. Life is not like that. God can reverse every human circumstance completely.

Hannah pressed the logic of this faith to the limit:

The LORD kills and brings to life;
he brings down to Sheol and raises up. (v. 6)

Hannah’s grasp of reality was extraordinary. We occasionally hear it said that the Old Testament had no concept of resurrection from the dead. Hannah did! The Lord changes life to death, and death to life. When we think of life and refuse to think of death, or when we think of death and ignore the God who raises the dead, our understanding is a distortion of the reality.

A little less dramatically, but just as radically Hannah asserted:

The LORD makes poor and makes rich;
he brings low and he exalts. (v. 7)

Poverty and riches are in his power, just as are fame and ignominy. God determines these things. They are not under our control at all. Nor are they under the control of others, or of social and economic forces. The government does not determine them, nor does the stock market.

Furthermore:

He raises up the poor from the dust;
he lifts the needy from the ash heap 

to make them sit with princes
and inherit a seat of honor. (v. 8a-c)

Hannah had a peculiar view of the world, don’t you think? She was not describing the world as we ordinarily experience it, nor the world as it seems to our normal observations. She was describing how things appear, the possibilities that present themselves, when you know that “there is none holy like the LORD” (v. 2).

The book of 1 Samuel is going to tell of a remarkable sequence of events in which these possibilities were realized. It is an important part of the whole Bible that tells the full story of the God who really does make this difference to everything.

Before we look at the end of verse 8, which clinches this part of Hannah’s prayer, let me ask you once again, do you see life as Hannah did? It is a searching question if we consider it honestly. What is your attitude to the various forms of human power? Do you see wealth as a means of security? Do you fear being weak or poor? Do you mind being unimportant? What do you think about life and death? Do you think that you have the power to hold on to life and avoid death? Most people seem to live as though they do.

There is a natural, understandable, defensible human answer to each of these questions. And there is an answer that comes from actually believing in the God of knowledge. As we listen to Hannah’s prayer we must ask, where is the Lord, the God of knowledge, in our real thinking about life?

The Creator (v. 8d-e)

At the end of verse 8 two lines state simply why believing in God must so radically transform your attitude to everything:

For the pillars of the earth are the LORD’s,
 and on them he has set the world. (v. 8d-e)

In other words, the Lord is the Creator who established the world and sustains all existence. This world does not run along on principles that have some kind of independence from God. It all belongs to God and is utterly dependent on him in every way.

THE VICTORIOUS GOD (vv. 9, 10)

We might describe the body of Hannah’s prayer, verses 3-8, as a Biblical worldview. This is what the world looks like when your heart exults in the Lord and you rejoice in his salvation. But the Biblical worldview is not static, and Hannah worked out the marvelous logic of her prayer in three final points.

The Winning Side (v. 9)

The first concluding point is this:

He will guard the feet of his faithful ones, 
but the wicked shall be cut off in darkness,
for not by might shall a man prevail. (v. 9)

The winners in the end will not be the strong, the powerful, the wealthy, the famous, the popular, the successful. He who has most toys in the end will not win! The Lord will bring through those who belong to him, “his faithful ones.”

Those who are not “his faithful ones” are lumped together and called in verse 9 “the wicked.” It does not matter what they do or what they become; without the Lord who set the world on its pillars they cannot prevail. For human might will not be the last word.

First Samuel is an account of how that happened in an important part of the whole Bible’s story.

The Losing Side (v. 10a-b)

The second concluding point is a warning:

The adversaries of the LORD shall be broken to pieces;
against them he will thunder in heaven. (v. 10a, b)

It is not wise to set yourself against the Lord. The story 1 Samuel tells demonstrates this, and it will help us to see that it is still so.12

The King (v. 10c-e)

All this has been leading up to the climax of Hannah’s prayer, which now clearly becomes a prophecy:

The LORD will judge the ends of the earth;
he will give strength to his king
and exalt the horn of his anointed. (v. 10c-e)

The first line, though remarkable, is not unexpected after what we have heard from Hannah. This God, who is the Creator of all things and who knows all things and by whom deeds are weighed, will certainly judge the ends of the earth.13 Hannah’s prayer now sees beyond even the people of Israel to the whole world.

It is astonishing that Hannah should speak now of God’s “king.” At the time, of course, there was no king in Israel. It is true that occasionally in the past there had been indications that Israel would one day have a king (see Genesis 17:6, 16; 35:11; Exodus 19:6; Numbers 24:7; Deuteronomy 17:14-20). There was an occasion when kingship had been attempted in Israel, but it was an unmitigated disaster (see Judges 9). However, Hannah’s reference to God’s king is completely unexpected. There is little point in speculating what thought processes led to this weighty word coming at the climax of Hannah’s prayer.14 The prayer itself points to the true source of her insight — the God of knowledge!

Not only did she speak of God’s “king,” she called that king his “anointed.” The Hebrew word is messiah; translated into Greek it becomes christos. Hannah could not have known who the Lord’s messiah-king was to be. It is possible (but only possible) that she had her own son, Samuel, in mind. We can speculate that she may have interpreted his extraordinary birth as a sign of future greatness in God’s purposes.

However, her recorded words do not identify the king. They simply tell us that the Lord will give him strength and raise his “horn” (or “power”). The last line of the prayer uses the precise vocabulary we noted in verse 1. The Lord who raised Hannah’s “horn” will do the same for his anointed king!

The story of the book of 1 Samuel could be described as the extended answer to the question, who is the Lord’s anointed king?15 Hannah’s prayer raises that question, with the implication that the answer to Israel’s leader-ship crisis will be found in him.

Before we leave Hannah’s prayer, we must take note of one more remarkable fact. Many years later another woman prayed a prayer that sounded astonishingly like Hannah’s prayer. This is her prayer:

My soul magnifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 

for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant.
For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed;

for he who is mighty has done great things for me,
and holy is his name.

And his mercy is for those who fear him
from generation to generation.

He has shown strength with his arm;
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts;

he has brought down the mighty from their thrones
and exalted those of humble estate;

he has filled the hungry with good things,
and the rich he has sent away empty.

He has helped his servant Israel,
in remembrance of his mercy,

as he spoke to our fathers,
to Abraham and to his offspring forever. (Luke 1:46-55)

Mary knew what Hannah knew — and more. Mary had been told that the child she would bear was to be a very great king, the greatest, whose kingdom would never end (Luke 1:32, 33). And Mary knew that this king would turn the world upside down.

Hannah’s song in the whole Bible story is an anticipation of Mary’s song. The question for us, for whom God’s King, Jesus, has come, is whether we believe in God with the clarity and truth we have seen in Hannah’s marvelous prayer.



4 Corruption and Ineptitude

1 SAMUEL 2:11-26

There is a certain cynicism these days about leadership. We do not believe the words of political leaders. We are suspicious of the motives of business leaders. We doubt the competence of church leaders. We have come to expect that leaders will let us down. Most of us seem sure that we are better, wiser, and more able than those who lead us. Just listen to how we talk about those in leadership!

In our cynicism we seem to take some delight in being proven right in our low expectations. The media help us in this. What better front-page story than the exposure of corruption and ineptitude in high places yet once again?

The democratic form of government that many of us enjoy allows our cynicism about leadership to be expressed. When we lose whatever confidence we might once have had in the government, we elect the opposition. Things change, but only to the extent that we exchange one set of problems for another. The big problems remain, and before long we are thinking that it is time to give the opposition a go again! One of the chief attractions of democracy to those who are cynical about leadership is that we can change leaders regularly without having to shoot them! We love democracy because we love getting rid of leaders, and democracy gives us a painless way of doing it.

Is this unfair? I readily admit that I am not providing the full case for democracy, but I am suggesting that our remarkable commitment to democracy as a form of government is linked to our cynicism about leadership. Democracy is not a means of appointing the wisest possible leaders or the most able or the most honest. Democracy has the great advantage of being a mechanism for getting rid of leaders without a civil war. It is a way of ensuring that leaders do not become too powerful. We don’t want leaders to become too powerful because we do not trust leaders. Leaders are not good enough or wise enough or competent enough to be trusted with too much power.

This cynicism about leaders has an obvious validity. Personally I am very much in favor of democracy, for the kind of reasons I have indicated. As Winston Churchill famously said, “Democracy is the worst form of government except all the others that have been tried.” We have developed very low expectations for leaders — and not just political leaders.

And yet we expect a great deal from leaders! The paradox is that we are so cynical toward them because we think that they could do so much better. Yes, this is contradictory, but consistency has never been a strong human trait. We tend to get excited at a change of leadership, whether in government or at work or even in a church — or anywhere else. For all our cynicism we pin great hopes on leaders, especially on a new leader. We do follow some leaders, until they let us down. Our disappointment with certain leaders leads to a strong loyalty to another leader. We become polarized over leaders. We tend to see one as unable to do anything right, and another as unable to err. “I follow Paul.” “I follow Apollos.” “I follow Cephas” (1 Corinthians 1:12).

High expectations of leaders and high hopes for what a leader might achieve are not necessarily wrong. But there is this confusion: at the same time as expecting little from leaders, we expect much.

In this confusion one thing is common, and very clear once you see it. God does not feature in the attitudes of most people toward leadership. As you think, with cynicism or expectation, about leaders who affect your life, what place does God have in your thinking? What difference does having God in your thinking make to either your cynicism or your expectations?

In 1 Samuel 2:11-26 we will see that in Israel there was reason for cynicism about leadership. Was it like our cynicism? We will see something of the difference that God made to the situation. What can we learn about the difference God makes to our situation?

In chapter 1 we heard about Samuel’s birth to Elkanah and Hannah, and how he was brought to Shiloh, where he was apprenticed to the priest Eli. Samuel’s unusual birth and the prominence given to the story by the writer of 1 Samuel make us suspect that this lad is worth watching. Chapter 1 closed by telling us, “He worshiped the LORD there,” in Shiloh.

Hannah’s prayer recorded in 2:1-10 was extraordinary. It powerfully set before us a view of the world that, frankly, few of us find familiar. It is the view of the world that takes God with full seriousness. Hannah’s prayer takes us to the heart of the message of 1 Samuel. We will have heard this book well if we can learn to see the world as Hannah saw it. We should keep looking back to Hannah’s prayer as we move through the pages of 1 Samuel.

We take up the story in verse 11 of chapter 2, which picks up the narrative from the end of chapter 1. What happened once Samuel had been handed over to Eli at Shiloh?

Then Elkanah went home to Ramah. And the boy was ministering to the LORD in the presence of Eli the priest. (v. 11)

We presume that Elkanah took with him to Ramah the rest of his family, including Hannah, as on former occasions (cf. 1 Samuel 1:19).1 On this occasion, however, one member stayed at Shiloh. Our attention is drawn to this one and to what he was doing. We are in no doubt who “the boy” was.2 He is the one we last saw at the end of chapter 1, who “worshiped the LORD” at Shiloh. In language now appropriate to his priestly apprenticeship we learn that he was “ministering3 to the LORD in the presence of Eli the priest.”

Samuel was acting as a priest, doing what a priest was meant to do, or was at least beginning to do so, under the supervision of Eli.4 The activities of “the boy,” however, were in stark contrast to other practices at that time at Shiloh.

CORRUPTION IN ELI’S HOUSE (vv. 12-17)

When Shiloh was first mentioned in chapter 1 we were told that “the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, were priests of the LORD” there (v. 3). We were told nothing more about these priests then. It is now time to become better acquainted with these sons of Eli.

They Did Not Know the Lord (v. 12)

Before we do so, it is instructive to recall how Eli earlier accused Hannah of being a drunken woman, and that she insisted that she was not “a worthless woman” (1 Samuel 1:16). The expression she used was harsh and vivid: “a daughter of belial.” The Hebrew word belial in various contexts is associated with death, wickedness, and rebellion.5 It later became a name for the prince of evil. In the New Testament Paul speaks of the opposite extremes: “What accord has Christ with Belial?” (2 Corinthians 6:15). While we should not read back all of these associations into 1 Samuel, we are right to hear Hannah using unusually strong language when she begged not to be seen as “a daughter of belial.”

The last time this language was used in the Biblical narrative was Judges 19:22 and 20:13, where the gang that raped and murdered the Levite’s concubine are called “sons of belial” (ESV, “worthless fellows”). That provides a vivid background to what we are about to hear about Eli’s sons!

We now learn that Hannah’s strong language had a terrible appropriateness there at the Shiloh temple: “Now the sons of Eli were worthless men. They did not know the LORD” (v. 12).

The sons of Eli were “sons of belial.” Their character was drawn more from belial (destruction, wickedness, rebellion) than from Eli. This dreadful state of affairs is traced to its source: “They did not know the LORD.” They were, in other words, like Pharaoh when faced with Moses. That ruler proudly boasted, “I do not know the LORD” (Exodus 5:2).6 In his case this was not an admission of ignorance but an assertion of defiance. Pharaoh refused to acknowledge the Lord. He would therefore not heed his demands. In their own way Eli’s sons were doing the same. That made them “sons of belial.”

The description of Hophni and Phinehas as “sons of belial” sets them in utter contrast to Hannah who was not a “daughter of belial” (1:16). The crucial comment “They did not know the LORD” reminds us of Hannah’s words, “The LORD is a God of knowledge, and by him actions are weighed” (2:3). Eli’s sons may have failed to know the Lord, but the Lord would not fail to know them or their deeds.

Unfortunately, our cynicism about leadership probably means that the description of Hophni and Phinehas does not immediately shock us. We have become used to corruption in high places. It does not surprise or greatly disturb us to hear of people with great responsibilities proving unworthy. Furthermore, many of us do not find ourselves filled with respect for religious leaders. We know of church and denominational leaders today of whom 1 Samuel 2:12 could be said! Therefore it is probably not devastating news to our ears to hear that a couple of young priests at Shiloh were rogues.

However, verse 12 is meant to shock us. This was Israel, the nation chosen by God out of all the earth to be “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”

(Exodus 19:6). This was Shiloh, the place, for the time being, where the holy tabernacle was set up as God’s dwelling place among his people. These young men were priests, with the solemn duty to teach the people God’s Law and offer sacrifices for the atonement of the people’s sins. Therefore the scandal that the young priests at Shiloh were “sons of belial” who repudiated knowledge of the Lord was appalling.

Contempt for the Offering of the Lord (vv. 13-17)

What was it like for the people to have priests like that? Verses 13-17 give us a glimpse of the behavior of young Hophni and Phinehas.

The custom of the priests with the people was that when any man offered sacrifice, the priest’s servant would come, while the meat was boiling, with a three-pronged fork in his hand, and he would thrust it into the pan or kettle or cauldron or pot. All that the fork brought up the priest would take for himself. This is what they did at Shiloh to all the Israelites who came there. (vv. 13, 14)

To be sure, priests were entitled to certain benefits from their work at the tabernacle (see Leviticus 7:28-38; Deuteronomy 18:1-8; and note, later in this chapter, 1 Samuel 2:28), but these priests exploited the people they were meant to be serving. Their “custom” was a far cry from anything laid down in the Law.

These young priests were greedy and lazy. They did even not do their dirty work themselves but had a servant do it for them.7 In a “frenzy of gluttony”8 the servant poked a pronged fork into any and every cooking pot at hand. All that that the fork found, the priests would “take for [literally, “into”] himself.”9

This was the “custom” of the priests. There is probably a touch of bitter irony here. The word translated “custom” has a basic meaning of “justice.”10 It is based on the same root as the term judge. The leaders God provided for Israel in these days were called “judges.” “Justice” is what they were meant to bring to Israel, by delivering them from their enemies and resolving disputes.11 The young priests at Shiloh brought their own version of “justice” to Israel: taking from the people as much as they could with the threat of force.12

Furthermore, if that was the priests’ wayward “custom,” there were times when they even surpassed that degeneracy:

Moreover, before the fat was burned, the priest’s servant would come and say to the man who was sacrificing, “Give meat for the priest to roast, for he will not accept boiled meat from you but only raw.” And if the man said to him, “Let them burn the fat first, and then take as much as you wish,” he would say, “No, you must give it now, and if not, I will take it by force.” (vv. 15, 16)

In other words, there were times when the priests, through their servant, stepped in earlier in the process and demanded, with the threat of force, that meat be handed over then and there.13 In line with their gluttony, the only reason indicated for their conduct was their predilection for roasted meat!14

The sacrificers rightly protested, but to no avail. Force won the day. These priests did not share Hannah’s outlook that “not by might shall a man prevail” (1 Samuel 2:9).

The writer sums up this situation in these solemn words:

Thus the sin of the young men was very great in the sight of the LORD, for the men treated the offering of the LORD with contempt. (v. 17)

“The young men” now refers to Hophni and Phinehas, presumably along with their servant.15 How very different was their conduct from that of Hannah, who recognized and saw the implications of the fact that “there is none holy like the LORD” (1 Samuel 2:2).

BUT SAMUEL . . . (vv. 18-21)

But there was another young man at Shiloh. Quietly, perhaps hardly noticed, he provided a stark contrast to the hubris of the others: “Samuel was ministering before the LORD, a boy clothed with a linen ephod” (v. 18).

A “linen ephod” was a simple garment worn by priests.16 As the sons of Eli were abusing their position as priests, Samuel did what a priest was meant to do, and looked the part.17 There is a suggestion of progress since verse 11. There Samuel “was ministering to the LORD in the presence of Eli the priest.” He was operating clearly under Eli. In verse 18, however, Eli is not mentioned. Samuel “was ministering in the presence of the LORD”18 and was wearing the garments of a priest himself.

In total contrast to the abusive behavior of Hophni and Phinehas, we are now given a glimpse of the tender care that Samuel enjoyed from his family and that Elkanah and Hannah enjoyed from the Lord: “And his mother used to make for him a little robe and take it to him each year when she went up with her husband to offer the yearly sacrifice” (v. 19).

This reminds us of the beginning of our story. It all began with those visits to Shiloh that were so miserable for Hannah year after year (1 Samuel 1:3-7). The annual pilgrimage was still taking place, but now it was a time for Hannah’s tender motherly love to find expression in the new robe she brought each year for her growing boy. We can easily picture the care with which that robe was made each year — each year a little bigger!

Samuel would wear a robe for the rest of his life (and beyond!), and his robe will feature at two important points later in the story (1 Samuel 15:27 and 28:14).19

It seems clear that Elkanah and Hannah were spared any contact with Eli’s sons. Their experience at Shiloh year after year was a wonderful contrast to what was going on for others at the hands of those two rogues.

Then Eli would bless Elkanah and his wife, and say, “May the LORDgive you children by this woman for the petition she asked of the LORD.” So then they would return to their home. (v. 20)

The “petition she asked of the LORD”20 was, of course, Samuel, who had been given back to the Lord and who was quietly serving the Lord there at Shiloh. The blessing Eli prayed for Elkanah and Hannah was granted: “Indeed the LORD visited Hannah, and she conceived and bore three sons and two daughters” (v. 21a).

“The barren has borne seven,” she said in her prayer (1 Samuel 2:5). That was almost literally true! As the sons of Eli were disregarding the Lord and treating his offering with contempt, the Lord was at work turning the world upside down. And they had no idea!

This is the last we hear of Hannah and Elkanah. We must assume that they lived out their days at Ramah, busy with their large family and with their annual trips to Shiloh. Our interest is going to be on the son they left there at the temple.

LORD” 

“And the boy Samuel grew in the presence of the LORD” (v. 21b) — literally, “with the LORD.” This is a delightful expression. It speaks not just of Samuel’s activities in the Lord’s service, as in verses 11, 18, but now of Samuel himself. He grew “with the LORD.” It is true that Samuel’s relationship with the Lord had a long way to go.21 It is equally clear that at this stage his growth was taking place with the Lord’s approval. This will be made even clearer shortly.

INEPTITUDE IN ELI’S LEADERSHIP (vv. 22-25)

It is time for our attention to turn to Eli, the senior figure at Shiloh. Our impressions of Eli so far have been a little mixed. His rebuke of Hannah in chapter 1, mistaking the poor praying woman for a drunkard, was our unfortunate first impression. He quickly recovered and has dealt kindly and well with Hannah and her family since then. For all we can tell, Samuel was prospering under his tutelage. The pressing question, of course, is, what was he doing about his wretched sons?

Old Eli Knew (v. 22)

Perhaps the most important thing for us to understand about Eli is what we are told, for the first time, at the beginning of verse 22 — he was “very old.” To understand Eli, and to be fair to him, his great age must be kept in mind.

But that is not all:

Now Eli was very old, and he kept hearing all that his sons were doing to all Israel, and how they lay with the women who were serving at the entrance to the tent of meeting. (v. 22)

Because of his great age he was not directly in touch with what was happening at Shiloh. However, word would reach him. There was clearly outrage at his sons’ behavior, and it was reported to the old man. He knew what they were doing.

The reports he would hear were worse than we have been told. Eli heard about the greedy bullying described in verses 13-16 (“all that his sons were doing to all Israel”). He also heard that they were turning the tent of meeting into a brothel!22 The picture is vague in some details, but clear in essentials.23 The greed of Hophni and Phinehas had gone beyond roast meat!

Sadly, in the conduct of these young men we recognize two forms that corruption in leadership commonly takes. The greed of verses 13-17, where leaders use their position for personal gain, has damaged many in leader-ship. The particularly powerful and perverse form of greed mentioned in verse 22, sexual immorality, where leaders use their position to exploit others for their own sexual pleasure, is all too familiar. If we have become too cynical to be shocked, we do well to pause. Leadership like that of Hophni and Phinehas was — and is — evil.

The point made in verse 22 is that old Eli knew.

Old Eli Spoke (vv. 23-25a)

But what did he do?

And he said to them, “Why do you do such things? For I hear of your evil dealings from all these people. No, my sons; it is no good report that I hear the people of the LORDspreading abroad. If someone sins against a man, God will mediate for him, but if someone sins against the LORD, who can intercede for him?” (vv. 23-25a)

He spoke to his sons about their perversity.

First, he called them to give an account of themselves: “Why do you do such things?” There can be no justification for the youths’ wicked failure in their responsibilities. Eli’s “Why?” was as close as he got to calling them to repent.

Second, he told them plainly that their conduct was “evil” and “no[t] good.” Their wickedness was known by “all these people.”

Third, he explained the seriousness of their deeds. The people they had abused were “the people of the LORD,” and their actions were a direct offense against God. They had put themselves in terrible danger. It was not just that they had mistreated other people. In such a situation God has provided means for sins being dealt with.24 Much of God’s Law was concerned with such offenses. The God-given means of cleansing had at its heart the sacrificial system. However, the offense of the Shiloh priests (as we saw in verse 17) was that they showed contempt for the very means provided by God for dealing with their sins. This seems to be the meaning of “if someone sins against the LORD.”

The New Testament equivalent to this argument is found in the Letter to the Hebrews. The person “who has trampled underfoot the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified” must understand that then “there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins” (10:29, 26; cf. 6:6). If your sin, like the sin of Hophni and Phinehas, consists of contempt for the very means God has provided for your salvation, what hope remains?

While Eli’s words were true and right, there is something pathetic about them. There was not a direct rebuke and demand for repentance, but a pleading “Why?” He did not address them directly as the sons of worthlessness (v. 12) that they were, but appealed to them as “my sons” (v. 24). We sense a certain helplessness in Eli’s imploring speech.

Old Eli Was Ignored (v. 25b-c)

We are therefore not entirely surprised to hear: “But they would not listen to the voice of their father . . .” (v. 25b).

These sons of Eli were really sons of belial. They were beyond heeding the voice of Eli.

The writer then adds these chilling words: “. . . for it was the will of the LORD to put them to death” (v. 25c).

They had gone too far. They were beyond repentance (cf. Hebrews 6:4-6). The Lord had given them up to their contempt for him and his ways (cf. Romans 1:24, 26, 28).

This is not a truth about God that we like to hear. But it is a grave mistake to think that verse 25 allows the blame for the young men’s hardness of heart to be placed on God.25 Their hardness was both their own choice and God’s judgment on them for that choice. It was like the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart in the days of Moses. Pharaoh hardened his own heart (Exodus 8:15, 32; 9:34; cf. 7:13, 14, 22; 8:19; 9:7, 35), and God hardened Pharaoh’s heart (Exodus 4:21; 7:3; 9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8). The one truth does not exclude the other.

Eli does not seem to have been a wicked man, but in his old age he was not able to provide the leadership that Israel needed. His words to his sons expressed his sorrow and distress at their behavior, but he did not have the strength to curb their conduct. Shiloh suffered from the corruption of Eli’s sons and the ineptitude of their old father.

Such was Israel’s leadership in those days.

Our cynicism, again, dulls us to the horror of this situation. What was happening at Shiloh is too close to what we have come to expect from leaders.

However, by seeing how appalling it was for Israel to suffer from corrupt and inept leadership, we should be helped to see that it is an atrocious thing for anyone in God’s world to endure such leadership. How dreadful it was that the leadership of God’s chosen people had descended into grubby, greedy, immoral Hophni and Phinehas and their old, weak father! Is it really any less of a tragedy that human beings in many places in God’s world today suffer leadership that displays just the same qualities?

BUT SAMUEL . . . (v. 26)

For the fourth time in our passage (see verses 11, 18, 21) we are now reminded that there was another young man at Shiloh: “Now the boy Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in favor with the LORD and also with man” (v. 26).

Just as Hophni and Phinehas were earning a reputation that was “no[t] good” (v. 24), Samuel’s reputation was (literally) “good” with both the Lord and with men.26 Again (as in verses 18 and 21) Eli’s role with Samuel had faded. The lad was standing on his own two feet, so to speak, and was “becoming great” (as “continued to grow” could be translated) and good.

At this stage we are left wondering what this growing lad would become, and what difference he would make to the leadership crisis in Israel.

First Samuel 2:11-26 has an important twofold message for us.

On the one hand, we see corrupt and inept leadership for what it is. The situation at Shiloh has taken us to the heart of the problem: they did not know the Lord. Corruption in high places is not to be measured and under-stood only by the standards of the media or human laws. Corruption will be found wherever God is not honored.

Our cynicism about leadership needs to be rethought. The problem with our leaders is a problem we share with them. Corruption in high places does its own kind of damage, but so does corruption in “low places.” Human sinfulness — defiance of God — is the heart of the problem with our leaders, and it is the heart of the problem with ourselves.

On the other hand, the indications are clear in 1 Samuel 2:11-26 that God was at work at this time in Israel’s history to do something about Israel’s leadership. Keep your eye on young Samuel! If we had been watching life at Shiloh through these years, we might hardly have noticed the quiet lad, there in the background. But our passage presents another view. It is not Samuel who was in the background; everything else that was happening at Shiloh was the background for the new thing God was doing. To see it, keep your eye on Samuel.

We will do that as we keep listening to the story that the book of 1 Samuel tells, but we also need to realize that this story eventually led to another story. The day came when another young lad was growing up. Luke tells us, in words that clearly echo 1 Samuel 2:26:27 “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52).

The message of the whole Bible teaches that God has acted not only in corrupt Israel long ago, but in this corrupt world, to provide the leadership needed.

If we had been watching the history of the world — if we are watching what is going on in the world today — we might hardly notice Jesus Christ, there somewhere in history’s background. His death, we might think, is a footnote to the history of the world, his resurrection from the dead an interesting story. However, the Bible presents another view. Everything else in the history of the world is the background to the new thing that God is doing. To see it, keep your eye on Jesus. Samuel will turn out to be a shadow of him!



5 God and Corruption

1 SAMUEL 2:27-36

In the opening scenes of the book of 1 Samuel we have been presented with two starkly contrasting views of the world.

Hannah’s understanding was articulated magnificently in her prayer in 1 Samuel 2:1-10. She knew that “There is none holy like the LORD . . . there is no rock like our God” (1 Samuel 2:2). Hannah saw the whole world in the light of that reality, including the circumstances of her own life. She knew that the Lord makes everything different. Power becomes weakness, and weakness becomes power, and riches become poverty, and poverty becomes wealth when you take into account the God of knowledge by whom actions are weighed. She conducted her life accordingly. Her response to her suffering was therefore prayer. Her response to blessing was praise. It seems clear that her firstborn son, Samuel, was following in her ways as he grew up at the Shiloh temple.

The other view of things was that of Eli’s two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, the young priests at Shiloh. In contrast to Hannah, “They did not know the LORD” (1 Samuel 2:12). They, it seems, saw life in the darkness of that ignorance. They conducted their lives accordingly. Greed ruled them. Power served their gluttony. Their response to desire was to take, by force if need be. Their response to the God they did not know was contempt. And old Eli was unable to curb them.

The story of the corrupt leadership under which Israel suffered in the days of old Eli raises the question of which view of the world is true.

The Bible’s message could be summed up as the news that the first view is true and a call to live in its light. Hannah’s perspective is vindicated in the news about Jesus Christ who turned riches and poverty, power and weakness, triumph and tragedy upside down. The power of God, the wisdom of God, the riches of God’s grace, the victory of God are all seen in an act of apparent weakness, foolishness, poverty, and defeat: Jesus’ death on the cross (see, for example, 1 Corinthians 1:18-25; 2 Corinthians 8:9; Philippians 2:5-11; Colossians 1:19, 20; cf. 2 Corinthians 12:9, 10).

The state of the world could be summed up as people believing that the second view is true, and living in that darkness. The Hophni and Phinehas approach to life is well expressed in the words of Paul about all human beings:

. . . they are without excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise they became fools. . . . And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done. They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice.
(Romans 1:20-22, 28, 29)

A perfect description of Eli’s two sons!

Do you see the world as Hannah did, or more as Hophni and Phinehas did? The true answer to that question will be seen in how you live, your response to suffering, to desire, to power, to weakness, to blessing.

The Hophni and Phinehas approach to life is more familiar to us than we like to admit. It is important, therefore, to listen carefully to the words of a certain man who came to visit Eli one day. The incident is recounted in 1 Samuel 2:27-36.

There is a degree of mystery about this visit. First Samuel 2:12-26 describes what was going on at Shiloh over a number of years, as Samuel was growing up. Biblical narratives do not always arrange events in strict chronological order. We therefore do not know when the visit mentioned in verse 27 took place. Nor do we know who the visitor was. All that we are told about him is contained in the first words of 1 Samuel 2:27: “And there came a man of God to Eli. . . .”

“A man of God” means a prophet.1 Like many other prophets in the Bible, particular details about this man are largely hidden by the prominence given to the words of his message.

Indeed it was clear from the moment he opened his mouth that his words were of utmost importance. He began like this: “Thus says the LORD . . .” (v. 27b).

This simple introduction, characteristic of the speech of prophets, is profound in its significance.2 The man came as the bearer of the words that God had spoken. In this context we must understand that they were the words of the God of whom Hannah spoke so effusively: the God of knowledge by whom actions are weighed, the one who kills and brings to life, who will judge the ends of the earth (1 Samuel 2:3, 6, 10). This God had spoken, and the visit from the man of God to Eli was for the sole purpose of telling him what the Lord had said.

Therefore the rest of our passage is entirely taken up with the words God had spoken. Apart from the obvious importance of this message for Eli, these words of God are recorded here to illumine every reader of this book.

There is a clear logic to the message. The Lord had spoken, first, of what he had done in the past for the house of Eli; second, of what the house of Eli had done; and third, of what the Lord will therefore do — with a surprise at the end.

WHAT THE LORD DID FOR THE HOUSE OF ELI (vv. 27c, 28)

The Lord’s past actions toward the house of Eli are summed up in three sentences: “I [did] reveal . . .” (v. 27c), “I [did] choose . . .” (v. 28a), “I gave . . .” (v. 28b).

“I [Did] Reveal . . . “ (v. 27c)

“Did I indeed reveal myself to the house of your father when they were in Egypt subject to the house of Pharaoh?”

The question is designed to stir Eli’s conscience.3 Eli could not deny that he occupied his position as priest at Shiloh because God revealed him-self to his father’s house many years previously in Egypt. The reference is to Aaron and his sons in the days of Moses.4 The available evidence indicates that Eli was a descendant of It hamar, Aaron’s fourth son.5

One of the small puzzles of Biblical history (simply because we lack complete information) is how Eli came to be Israel’s leading priest. Although he is never called “chief” or “high” priest, it seems clear that he was in charge at Shiloh. Aaron was the first “chief priest” (Ezra 7:5), and the priesthood was given by God to his sons “forever” (Exodus 29:9). The role of chief priest passed to Aaron’s third son, Eleazar (Numbers 3:32; 20:24-29; Deuteronomy 10:6; cf. Numbers 4:16), the first two sons of Aaron having died in rather unfortunate circumstances (Leviticus 10:1, 2). From Eleazar the chief priesthood passed to his son Phinehas (who was a far cry from his later namesake at Shiloh!) and his descendants, who were given by God “the covenant of a perpetual priesthood” (Numbers 25:13; cf. Judges 20:27, 28; 1 Chronicles 9:20). While the role of chief priest appears to have been passed on from father to eldest living son for several generations, there is no clear indication that this was a divine requirement.6 We do not know how the responsibility for the tabernacle/temple at Shiloh came to be in the hands of Eli, who was not a descendant of Eleazar but of Aaron’s fourth son, It hamar. It is possible that a chief priest in Eleazar’s line may have died without leaving a son old enough to take on the role. In addition to his credentials as a descendant of Aaron, Eli may have been related to the Eleazar family by marriage. He may, therefore, have been the best available person to take over the responsibility.7

The point made in verse 27, however, is that the Lord had revealed himself to Aaron’s family in the days before the exodus. Indeed, God spoke directly to Aaron in Egypt and told him to go out to the wilderness and meet with his brother Moses (Exodus 4:14). The Lord subsequently spoke to both Moses and Aaron about bringing the people of Israel out of Egypt and about the Passover (Exodus 6:13, 26; 7:8; 9:8; 12:1, 28, 43, 50). Just as God had made Moses “like God to Pharaoh,” so he made Aaron Moses’ prophet (Exodus 7:1, 2).

God’s self-revelation was, as it always is, more than the disclosing of information. When God makes himself known, he makes his will known. The revelation to Aaron took place when the people of Israel were slaves in Egypt and in effect belonged to Pharaoh.8 God’s self-revelation to Eli’s ancestor Aaron and his brother Moses began the great act of redemption by which the Lord liberated the Israelites to become a holy nation to the Lord (Exodus 19:6) and freed the house of Aaron to become priests of the Lord.

That is the first mentioned great act of God toward the house of Eli’s “father.”

“I [Did] Choose . . .” (v. 28a)

A second rhetorical question was addressed to the conscience of the old priest: “Did I choose him out of all the tribes of Israel to be my priest, to go up to my altar, to burn incense, to wear an ephod before me?” (v. 28a).

The redemptive self-revelation of God to Aaron in Egypt had benefited all Israelites. However, Aaron had the additional privilege of being chosen out of all the tribes of Israel (just as Israel had been chosen out of all the nations on earth, Exodus 19:5, 6; Deuteronomy 7:6; 10:15; Psalm 147:20; Amos 3:2). The occasion referred to is probably recorded in Exodus 28, where God said to Moses:

Then bring near to you Aaron your brother, and his sons with him, from among the people of Israel, to serve me as priests — Aaron and Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar. (Exodus 28:1)

God’s gracious work of choosing is an important theme of the Bible. Israel had been “chosen” by God (Deuteronomy 4:37; 7:6, 7; 10:15). In 1 Samuel we will be hearing about God’s “choosing” a king for his people (see especially 1 Samuel 16:8-13). God’s choice is reason for humility and praise. Eli must acknowledge the gracious sovereign choice by God not only of Israel but particularly of the house of Aaron, to which he and his family belonged.

The one chosen to be the Lord’s priest had three duties. The first of these was to ascend the Lord’s altar (see Exodus 28:43; Leviticus 1:5-8; 6:14; 9:7-14). The altar was the place of sacrifice. This was God’s provision for the cleansing of the people of Israel and the atoning of their sins. The one chosen by God “to go up to my altar” (1 Samuel 2:28) had a supremely important task to perform.

The second duty seen in 1 Samuel 2:28 was “to burn incense” on the special gold altar of incense (see Exodus 30:7, 8; Numbers 4:16; 16:40).9 This was a task specifically given to Aaron to be performed twice a day. It was an integral part of the regular functioning of the tabernacle and there-fore represented the weighty responsibility that had been given to the house of Aaron for the tabernacle itself, God’s very dwelling among his people (Leviticus 26:11).

The third duty given to Aaron was “to wear an ephod before me.” This is not the linen ephod worn by ordinary priests, even young ones like Samuel (1 Samuel 2:18). This ephod was exclusive to the high priest. Within this rich and elaborate garment were two onyx stones, called “stones of remembrance for the sons of Israel,” on which were engraved the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. Aaron was to “bear their names before the LORD” (Exodus 28:6-12; 39:2-7).10 In other words, Aaron was to represent all Israel before the Lord.

Eli’s “father” had been chosen by the Lord out of all the tribes of Israel for this extraordinary responsibility.11

“I Gave . . .” (v. 28b)

The third great and gracious act of God toward Eli’s “father” was this: “I gave to the house of your father all my offerings by fire from the people of Israel” (v. 28b).

The responsibility for which Aaron was chosen was enormous, but he (and his descendants) were generously provided for. This provision came from the very offerings they were appointed to administer (see Leviticus 2:3, 10; 6:16; 7:7-10, 31-36; 10:12-15; Numbers 5:9, 10; 18:8-19; cf. Deuteronomy 18:1).

Eli and his sons were the inheritors of this immensely important role, on which the survival of Israel as God’s people depended, and of the abundant provision for their needs that went with the task. This is the preamble to the terrible indictment that the Lord now brought against Eli.

WHAT THE HOUSE OF ELI DID (v. 29)

“Why then do you scorn my sacrifices and my offerings that I commanded for my dwelling, and honor your sons above me by fattening yourselves on the choicest parts of every offering of my people Israel?” (v. 29)

Yet another rhetorical question introduces the accusation. Previously we saw the ugly greed with which Hophni and Phinehas behaved at Shiloh. We heard the narrator’s comment that they “treated the offering of the LORD with contempt” (1 Samuel 2:17) by their conduct. However, now we can see the appalling nature of their crime in a still clearer light, the searching brightness of the Lord’s past dealings with them.

They had “scorn[ed]” (literally “kicked”12 ) the sacrifices (“my sacrifices”!) and offerings (“my offerings”!) that the Lord had commanded for dealing with Israel’s sins and for which they, the priests,13 had been chosen, and from which they were generously provided for.14 Why had they done that? the Lord asked.

Eli himself, by doing no more than rather feebly rebuking his sons, had honored them more than he had honored the Lord. They should have been expelled from the priesthood long ago! Why had he done that? the Lord asked.

Not content with the very great importance of their duties and the ample provision God had made for their needs, the priests had “fattened them-selves” with the very parts of the people’s offerings intended to be given to God. Gluttony had triumphed over honoring the gracious God who had dealt with this people, and in particular the priests, so mercifully. Why?

Here we have a clear example of the God of knowledge weighing actions (1 Samuel 2:3)!

THEREFORE WHAT THE LORD WILL DO (vv. 30-34)

The word “ Therefore” in verse 30 now has an ominous ring. The behavior of Eli and his sons must now meet the Lord who will judge the ends of the earth (1 Samuel 2:10).

The Promise Forfeited (v. 30)

“Therefore the LORD, the God of Israel, declares: ‘I promised that your house and the house of your father should go in and out before me for-ever,’ but now the LORD declares: ‘Far be it from me, for those who honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall be lightly esteemed.’”
(v. 30)

Eli and his sons had been the objects of the extraordinary grace of the Lord, the God of Israel. It was summed up in a promise. The terms of this promise are important to understand. Eli’s house (that is, of course, his family and descendants), being part of the house of his “father” (that is, of Aaron), should “go in and out before” the Lord forever. This refers to the activities of priests in the tabernacle or temple.

The promise was God’s promise to the house of Aaron. It was given in connection with the consecration of Aaron and his four sons as priests. God had said, “And the priesthood shall be theirs by a statute forever” (Exodus 29:9).15 This promise was reiterated with fresh emphasis to Aaron’s grand-son, Phinehas, after he had demonstrated remarkable zeal in his service of God and Israel. God said, “Behold, I give to him my covenant of peace, and it shall be to him and to his descendants after him the covenant of a perpetual priesthood, because he was jealous for his God and made atonement for the people of Israel” (Numbers 25:12, 13).

The promise was that the descendants of Aaron would serve as priests, one of them, of course, being the high priest.16 Eli represented one family among the descendants of Aaron. He therefore enjoyed the blessing of this promise.

“But now” (1 Samuel 2:30) the Lord declared that the house of Eli had forfeited the promise. It was not that God’s promise to the house of Aaron was nullified or revoked.17 The priesthood would continue to be in the hands of descendants of Aaron. However, the present generation of serving priests would be all but destroyed, and the family of Eli would be removed from the priesthood, either by death or other means.18

The reason for this devastating pronouncement, said God, is that “those who honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall be lightly esteemed” (1 Samuel 2:30).19 The truth of God’s sovereignty in revealing himself, choosing, and giving does not nullify but intensifies the demand for holiness in the recipients of his grace (cf. Leviticus 19:2; Amos 3:2; Romans 6:1, 2). God will not honor (or glorify) those who do not glorify him.20 Hophni and Phinehas, and even old Eli, had failed to honor God as God (cf. Romans 1:21).21 They could not, therefore, expect to continue as beneficiaries of God’s promise. “God is not mocked” (Galatians 6:7).

The Punishment Incurred (vv. 31-33)

The contempt shown toward God by the house of Eli did not only mean that they forfeited any claim to the promise — they also incurred punishment:

“‘Behold, the days are coming when I will cut off your strength and the strength of your father’s house, so that there will not be an old man in your house.’” (v. 31)

The Hebrew is more violent in expression: “I will cut off your arm and the arm of your father’s house.” This forceful metaphor spoke of a blow —or a number of blows — that would devastate Eli’s house. The first of these will be three deaths to be reported in chapter 4. Later, in chapter 22, there will be a horrendous massacre. The consequence (“so that there will not be an old man in your house”) is far from subtle when we remember verse 22: “Eli was very old”!

The coming devastation is elaborated with some vague but disturbing details:

“‘Then in distress you will look with envious eye on all the prosperity that shall be bestowed on Israel, and there shall not be an old man in your house forever.’” (v. 32)

Eli is included in the suffering that will come on his descendants.22 “The prosperity that shall be bestowed on Israel” seems to allude to the coming days of Solomon’s glorious kingdom. In those days there will be a surviving descendant of Eli, by the name of Abiathar. However, he will look on “in distress,”23 for one of Solomon’s early acts as king will be to expel Abiathar from the priesthood and banish him. When the historian records these events, he will add the comment, “thus fulfilling the word of the LORD that he had spoken concerning the house of Eli in Shiloh” (1 Kings 2:27).

“‘The only one of you whom I shall not cut off from my altar shall be spared to weep his eyes out to grieve his heart, and all the descendants of your house shall die by the sword of men.’” (v. 33)

As the story of 1 Samuel unfolds, we will learn of a terrible massacre of the priests, from which there will be one survivor. That survivor will be Eli’s great-great-grandson Abiathar (see 1 Samuel 22:6-23).24 His escape will leave him bearing the sorrow of the tragedy and the distress of his eventual banishment.25

A Terrible Sign (v. 34)

Much of what had been announced lay in the future, and Eli himself would not see it. However, he would see a terrible sign that would confirm the mes-sage of this man of God. The Lord was dealing with Eli’s house in judgment.

“‘And this that shall come upon your two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, shall be the sign to you: both of them shall die on the same day’” (v. 34).

That is exactly what happened, as we shall see in 1 Samuel 4.

There is one more vital point in the message that the man of God brought to Eli that day. Before we hear it, let us take care to understand the truth of the first three points. The grace of God toward the house of Eli (vv. 27, 28), like the grace of God toward us, calls the recipients of such kindness to “renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age” (Titus 2:12). The contempt for God displayed in the behavior of Eli’s sons and in his failure to curb them is all the more serious in the light of God’s grace (v. 29). It is like the contempt for God displayed today in our behavior “if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth.” We are then acting as “one who has trampled underfoot the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace” (Hebrews 10:26, 29). The certain consequence for such disdain toward God, whether in the house of Eli or among us, is “a fearful expectation of judgment” (Hebrews 10:27).

BUT SAMUEL . . . ? (vv. 35, 36)

The last point in the message delivered to Eli is remarkable. Wickedness would certainly bring God’s judgment to the house of Eli, but judgment would not be God’s last word. God’s grace had been spurned, and therefore forfeited by Eli’s house. However, God’s grace cannot be frustrated in its good purpose by human wickedness.

Therefore the final point in the message from God to Eli began: “‘And I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who shall do according to what is in my heart and in my mind’” (v. 35a).

It is important to understand that a promise such as this does not necessarily have only one fulfillment.

From all that we have read so far in 1 Samuel we may reasonably suspect that Samuel will prove to be the “faithful priest” whom God was raising up for himself. Although Samuel will turn out to function more as a prophet than a priest, there is no doubt that with the demise of Eli and Shiloh, Samuel will take over priestly functions and will be faithful in them. He will indeed do “what is in [God’s] heart and . . . mind.”26

In the longer term it is reasonable to see the commitment of God expressed in this promise realized in the appointment of Zadok in the place of Abiathar. The house of Zadok then became the priestly line (see 1 Kings 2:35; 4:1).

Looking even further ahead, we should recognize that the faithful priest whom God finally raised up is Jesus. He became “a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people” (Hebrews 2:17).

Of the “faithful priest” to be raised up for himself, God said: “‘And I will build him a sure house, and he shall go in and out before my anointed forever’” (v. 35b).

This aspect of the promise does not fit Samuel. His “house” — that is, his sons — will fail, just as Eli’s had (see 1 Samuel 8:1-3).27 Zadok’s “house,” however, continued until the exile.

“My anointed” is a surprise again. Hannah had spoken of “his anointed,” clearly identified as “his king,” to whom God will “give strength” (1 Samuel 2:10). Samuel himself would serve as a faithful priest, as well as a prophet, before Israel’s first two kings. Zadok and his descendants would serve “all the days”28 of the kings in David’s line.

In Jesus the work of faithful priest and anointed king would be com-bined in one person (see Hebrews 6:20; 7:1).

The message concludes with the assurance that the certainty of God’s positive purpose does not diminish the severity of the judgment on the house of Eli already pronounced:

“‘And everyone who is left in your house shall come to implore him for a piece of silver or a loaf of bread and shall say, “Please put me in one of the priests’ places, that I may eat a morsel of bread.”’” (v. 36)

The punishment will fit the crime.29 The gluttonous bullies will become hungry beggars. It is just as Hannah had said: “Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread” (1 Samuel 2:5).

The message delivered to Eli that day has been quite complex in its details. We must make sure that we do not lose sight of the forest for the trees. All of the details contribute to two major truths that are emerging as important themes of 1 Samuel.

The first is that the very great problem of leadership in Israel was the failure of human leaders to honor God as God. This failure was the root cause of corruption of various kinds. It made leadership self-serving and therefore exploitative. Its seriousness is exposed when it is set alongside the grace of God that was being spurned.

The problem is that the corruption that showed itself in the conduct of Hophni and Phinehas is common to human nature. We have noticed more than once that the Apostle Paul’s analysis of the human condition in Romans 1 fits very well the character and conduct of the sons of Eli. If that is the case, we must ask what hope there is of human leadership ever doing any better than those two rogues.

The second truth answers that question. God intends to provide for him-self faithful and secure leadership, “a faithful priest” and “my anointed” (v. 35). The story of how God has done that takes the rest of the Bible to tell. With Eli, Hophni, and Phinehas in mind, the New Testament words about Jesus should fill us with wonder:

For it was indeed fitting that we should have such a high priest, holy, innocent, unstained, separated from sinners, and exalted above the heavens.(Hebrews 7:26)



6 When God Speaks

1 SAMUEL 3

Sometimes God is silent.

Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the LORD in the presence of Eli. And the word of the LORD was rare in those days; there was no frequent vision. (v. 1)

We take many things for granted in life. We often do not appreciate the goodness of these things until we lose them — good health, caring parents, freedom, friendships . . . The list could be extended. So long as such things are part of normal life for us, we give little thought to their importance.

It is also true that those who have never known some of these good things in their experience may not really know how good they are.

One good that is taken for granted by some, and unknown to others, is the word of God. The Old Testament prophet Amos issued a terrible threat to the people of Israel in the eighth century B.C.:

“Behold, the days are coming,” declares the Lord GOD, 
“when I will send a famine on the land—

not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water,
but of hearing the words of the LORD.

They shall wander from sea to sea, 
and from north to east;

they shall run to and fro, to seek the word of the LORD, 
but they shall not find it.” (Amos 8:11, 12)

God will be silent, Amos warned his hearers. It will be like a terrible famine, in which starving people search desperately for food and drink but can find nothing. But it will be worse than that: there will be no word of the Lord to be heard anywhere. That will mean, as Amos said a few lines earlier, the end for Israel (v. 2).

It is difficult for us to sense the horror of Amos’s warning because we do not readily appreciate, on the one hand, the brilliant goodness of the word of God and, on the other, our profound dependence on God’s word. This may be because we have come to take the word of the Lord for granted or because we have never known its goodness.

As we return to the days of young Samuel at Shiloh, we learn that those days were somewhat like the days that Amos, a couple of centuries later, would proclaim were about to come again to Israel. These were days when “the word of the LORD was rare.”1

In context it is important to see that this statement is a comment on the word of the Lord that was reported at length at the end of chapter 2. That message shows clearly that in those days the Lord could, and at least on that one occasion did, speak his word. But this was a rare thing.

The reason for this famine of the word of the Lord has been presented in the previous chapter. The priests at Shiloh, in particular Eli’s scurrilous sons, “did not know the LORD” and behaved with an outrageous contempt for both God and the people (1 Samuel 2:12-17). The priests, who had been appointed by God as mediators to receive his revelation, to offer the sacrifices for the sins of the people, and to represent the people before the Lord had become self-serving “worthless men” (1 Samuel 2:12). There is clearly a connection between the rarity of the word of the Lord and the failings of the priesthood. God would not speak often to such a priesthood, and when he did speak, it would be the kind of terrible word that we heard at the end of chapter 2.2

In this dark situation our attention is once again drawn to “the boy Samuel.” Since a great deal was made of his name when it was given to him in chapter 1 (see 1 Samuel 1:20, 27, 28), each mention of his name should remind us of the unusual circumstances of his birth and his coming to be at Shiloh.3

This is the fifth time we have heard a brief statement about Samuel and his activities at Shiloh. These statements have been five bright spots in the otherwise dark and gloomy account of the goings on at Shiloh:

And the boy was ministering to the LORD in the presence of Eli the priest. (1 Samuel 2:11)

Samuel was ministering before the LORD, a boy clothed with a linen ephod. (1 Samuel 2:18)

And the boy Samuel grew in the presence of the LORD. (1 Samuel 2:21)

Now the boy Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in favor with the LORD and also with man. (1 Samuel 2:26)

Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the LORD in the presence of Eli. (1 Samuel 3:1a)

In the very setting of the degeneracy of Hophni and Phinehas and the failing competence of Eli, Samuel progressed from being the lad who served the Lord under the direct supervision of Eli “the priest” in 1 Samuel 2:11, to taking on the priestly garment himself in 1 Samuel 2:18, to personal growth “with the LORD” (literal translation) in 1 Samuel 2:21, to a youth in good standing with God and the people in 1 Samuel 2:26, to the one we will now see at Shiloh serving the Lord, still “under Eli,” but with Eli no longer called “the priest” in 1 Samuel 3:1. 4

We now turn our attention more fully to this young man and hear about what happened one night in those dark times at Shiloh.

THE WORD OF THE LORD WAS HEARD (vv. 2-10)

Things were about to change. The situation described in verse 1 will be very different by the time we reach the end of chapter 3.

A Situation Where God Was Not Known (vv. 2-7)

The night began like any other night in those days in Shiloh.5 Take a look at old Eli that night. Then see young Samuel. Then hear of the unusual thing that happened.

OLD ELI (v. 2)

At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was lying down in his own place. (v. 2)

We have already been told that Eli was “very old” (1 Samuel 2:22). His failing eyesight was, no doubt, part of the unwelcome physical deterioration that accompanies old age. However, the writer has chosen to highlight this particular aspect of Eli’s decline immediately after mentioning the fact that in those days “there was no frequent vision.” Eli’s physical condition was a reflection of the spiritual reality. He could not see the light of day, nor could he “see” the word of the Lord. His darkness was deep.

The old man was “lying down.” In a moment we will see that Samuel was “lying down” too. However, Eli’s “lying down” will continue through this night, whereas the young Samuel will be very active. Old Eli, lying down, is part of a picture that is being built up of a man too old to do much at all. All we have seen him do in the whole story so far is sit, speak, hear, and now lie down (1 Samuel 1:9, 14; 2:22; cf. 4:13, 18)!

More pointedly Eli was lying down “in his own place.” There is nothing wrong with that, of course. After all, as we will see, it was nighttime. But “in his own place” will make quite a contrast to the place we are about to see young Samuel.6

As we look at old Eli we ought to sense the growing crisis. Israel had always needed a mediator to receive God’s word, to offer sacrifice for their sins, and to represent them before God (cf. Exodus 20:18-26; Deuteronomy 5:23-31). Here we see Israel’s mediator as feeble and frail. What will hap-pen when Eli is gone? Who will take over his role? Hophni and Phinehas are next in line!

YOUNG SAMUEL (v. 3)

Happily our attention is not directed to those two crooks, but to the boy who has been the real interest of our story so far: “ The lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of the LORD, where the ark of God was” (v. 3).

Once again the writer seems to be selecting physical details with striking significance. “ The lamp of God had not yet gone out.” On the one hand, this was the lamp that burned “from evening to morning” in the tabernacle (Exodus 27:20, 21; Leviticus 24:1-4). If it “had not yet gone out,” it was still nighttime. On the other hand, in the darkness represented by God’s silence and Eli’s blindness, the news that God’s lamp “had not yet gone out” suggests that God had not yet abandoned his people. There was still hope.

While old Eli was lying down “in his own place,” we are shown the young Samuel lying down “in the temple of the LORD.” The temple of the Lord (that is, of course, the tabernacle) represented God’s dwelling among his people. This was where one would expect the word of the Lord to be given, the sacrifices to be offered, and the priest to represent Israel before the Lord. The decline of Eli and the corruption of his sons threatened these necessary expressions of Israel’s relationship with God. But the lamp of God had not yet gone out: young Samuel was there, in the temple of the Lord.

To underline the symbolism of the scene: “where the ark of God was.” This is the first mention of the ark in 1 Samuel. It will play a major role in the story of the next three chapters.7 At this point, however, the presence of the ark in the tabernacle reminds us of God’s covenant commitment to Israel, and his covenant demand. The ark was a gold-plated wooden box that contained the two stone tablets of the Law with the engraved words, “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:2, 3; also see Exodus 25:10-16).8

We see the young Samuel with the lamp of God still burning, the temple of the Lord still standing, and the ark of God in its place. The scene is set for the account of the strange thing that happened that night.

GOD’S UNRECOGNIZED WORD (vv. 4-7)

What was rare in those days, happened that night: “Then the LORD called Samuel . . .” (v. 4a).

It is clear that on this occasion the word of the Lord came, to Samuel at least, in an audible voice. Whether or not it would have been audible to anyone else present, we do not know. Eli’s sleeping place may have been some distance away, and anyway his hearing was probably not much better than his eyesight.

If God called Samuel in an audible voice, Samuel’s reaction is not at all surprising: “. . . and he said, ‘Here I am!’ and ran to Eli and said, ‘Here I am, for you called me’” (vv. 4b, 5a).

Who else would have been calling the boy? But do notice his energetic responsiveness. It was immediate and fast. He ran to Eli.

Eli, of course, did not move: “But he said, ‘I did not call; lie down again.’ So he went and lay down” (v. 5b).

Obedient, but no doubt a little perplexed, Samuel did as he was told.

And the LORD called again, “Samuel!” and Samuel arose and went to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call, my son; lie down again.” (v. 6)

Eli’s affectionate way of speaking to Samuel as “my son” is poignant. His actual sons had defied him and brought God’s condemnation.9

Neither Samuel nor Eli yet understood what was happening. The narrator has told us, twice now, that it was the Lord who was calling Samuel. He now gives us an explanation for Samuel’s responses to the strange voice:

Now Samuel did not yet know the LORD. . . . (v. 7a)

This is a strange thing to say. After all, have we not been told that Samuel was ministering to the Lord, that he was growing with the Lord, that he enjoyed the favor of the Lord? What does it mean, “Samuel did not yet know the LORD”? The strangest thing about these words is that they are almost exactly the same as the critical words about Hophni and Phinehas in 1 Samuel 2:12: “They did not know the LORD.” In their case that was part of the description of them as “worthless men.” The description of Samuel repeats the words of 2:12, with one significant difference: “Samuel did not yet know the LORD.”

The ignorance he shared with Hophni and Phinehas had this difference. They did not know the Lord because they had rejected knowledge of God by their contempt for God’s Law. Samuel did not yet know the Lord because “. . . the word of the LORD had not yet been revealed to him” (v. 7b).

That is, this experience of being addressed by the Lord was entirely new to him.

On the one hand, in the case of Hophni and Phinehas, we see that it is not possible to know God at the same time as defying him. You cannot know God and live in disobedience to God.

On the other hand, in the case of Samuel we see that it is only possible to know God when God acts to make himself known.

We have this remarkable situation at Shiloh: God was speaking, but the word of the Lord was not recognized for what it was. For different reasons God was not known at Shiloh.

A Situation in Which God Was Heard (vv. 8-10)

That situation was about to change.

ELI’S REALIZATION (v. 8)

And the LORD called Samuel again the third time. And he arose and went to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” Then Eli perceived that the LORD was calling the boy. (v. 8)

Old Eli realized that something was happening that had not happened at Shiloh for a very long time. His sight had grown dim, but he was not yet completely blind.

ELI’S INSTRUCTION (v. 9)

So old Eli told young Samuel what to do:

Therefore Eli said to Samuel, “Go, lie down, and if he calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak, LORD, for your servant hears.’” So Samuel went and lay down in his place. (v. 9)
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