Liturgy:

Reading : 1 Sam. 1

Text       : 1 Sam. 1, 9-20

Ps.   108 : 1,2

Ps.     93 : 4

Ps.   113 : 3

Ps.  128 : 1,2,3

Ps.  103 : 6,7
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

The Lord willing during the coming weeks, it’s my intention in the preaching to deal with the beginning chapters of the first book of Samuel. As regards the two books of Samuel, they mainly deal with the events surrounding David’s kingship. The first book informs us about his way to the throne, the second book deals with the actual reign of King David over Judah and Israel. Yet even though David is one of the main characters of these two books of the Bible, they are not named after him, but instead after his predecessor, the prophet Samuel. The first book starts with the narrative of Samuel’s birth and the bitter strife between the two wives of Elkanah: Hannah and Peninnah. In itself this may seem to be no more than just a small strife within a particular family. Like every family, so also the Elkanah family had its particular issues to deal with, so to speak. Yet, beloved, in this particular case there was more at stake.
To understand this, we have to remember the time during which these events took place. It was a time of foreign oppression. The yoke of the Philistines weighed heavily upon Israel. Yet instead of that this would bring them back to the LORD, deformation had taken hold of the church. The concluding part of the book of Judges describes this period in Israel’s history as follows, “There was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”
 Summarizing, spiritually it had become very dark in the OT church.
Yet despite all this, God was still active to work for salvation, be it secretly. Think of the wonderful story of Ruth, which tells us how God, far away from every publicity, was spinning the thread that would lead to the birth of Jesus Christ. Phrasing it with the words of Psalm 139, in those days God was knitting together the Messiah in the dark womb of history. That’s what strikes in a book like Ruth and that what’s strikes also in the beginning chapters of the first book of Samuel.

1 Sam. 1 – a moving story, yet we should not forget that also these events belong to the history of God’s redemption, and so it’s redemptive history. In and through the birth of Samuel, God is active to work redemption for His people. Looking at this first chapter from this perspective, it becomes clear that it deals with more than just a family row about motherhood, instead throughout the quarrel between Hannah and Peninnah God is preparing the way for the coming Messiah. God is busy with this right across the sins of people. That’s the great context in which we have to read the words chosen for the text of this morning’s sermon, of which I have summarized the main message as follows:
IN THE BIRTH OF SAMUEL

THE LORD WORKS TOWARDS REDEMPTION FOR HIS PEOPLE

We will look at

1) The prayer for this redemption

2) The guarantee of this redemption

3) Faith in this redemption

I
The beginning of the first book of Samuel, Br. & Sr., places us in the time of last judges, which – as I mentioned it already – was a time a great deformation in the church. One only has to read the last chapters of the book of Judges to get a picture of what life in Israel was like in those days. Spiritually it had become very dark, as also the beginning chapters of the first book of Samuel show us. Think only of what was going on at the house of the LORD in Shiloh. The two sons of Eli – Hophni and Phinehas – did not worry at all about the holiness of the sacrifices that were to be brought, whilst father Eli did not take any disciplinary actions either. He just let it go. Al in all, a dark picture indeed!
Yet, beloved, despite all this, the LORD, as the faithful God of the covenant, still caused the light of His grace to shine. True, the vast majority of the people simply lived life as they saw fit, just doing what was right in their own eyes. Yet at the same time, there was also a small group of people, who lived closed to the LORD, still putting their trust in God’s sure promises. I think of Boaz, of Manoah and his wife (the parents of Samson), and also of Hannah. Through them the LORD preserved His church in those days, keeping the way unto redemption open. Israel needed a king. Through the theocratic kingship in Israel God wanted to give His children under the OT a foretaste of the messianic rule of Jesus Christ. Well, Samuel would become the instrument in God’s hand to prepare the way for the kings to come, first Saul and then David.
Yet, beloved, before we read about Samuel, first we read about his mother and the great grief the childless Hannah suffered. Hannah fervently desired to become mother, i.e. not just a mother, but a covenant mother to raise children for the LORD. Yet the LORD had closed her womb. This in itself already caused great grief. Yet in addition, Elkanah’s second wife, Peninnah, mocked her because of it, and then to live under the same roof. Beloved, how difficult this must have been for Hannah. If Peninnah had only understood her own riches and that it was only God who had opened her womb to bring forth children, she would have shown sympathy and love. Yet instead, Peninnah looked down at Hannah. Through her motherhood she regarded herself as a better wife to Elkanah than Hannah was. Thus Peninnah simply boasted of herself , instead of praising God for what he had given her.
From what we read in 1 Sam 1, we may conclude that Hannah bore this grief in silence. She did not take revenge, did not try to get even or whatsoever. Nevertheless, it made life very hard; already in general, but especially during the days when Elkanah with his family travelled to Shiloh, for the annual sacrifice. During the sacrificial meal following this sacrifice, Elkanah tried to show his special love for Hannah by giving her a double portion, which in turn made Peninnah even more angry. Why Hannah and why not her? Yes, Peninnah, who herself had been blessed so richly by the LORD, could not stand it that Elkanah made no secret of it that he loved Hannah more than her, even though she had given Elkanah sons and daughters and therefore should be his favorite. Peninnah begrudged Hannah the love of Elkanah. It filled her with hatred so deep that she reached for the only weapon she had to hit Hannah, a weapon soaked in poison.
No, Peninnah couldn’t say any evil about Hannah. Yet Hannah had one vulnerable spot and there Peninnah could hit here. Hannah had no children and what good is a wife without children. This was indeed the thought of many an Israelite in those days. They firmly believed – as we do – children are a heritage from the LORD, every birth is a gift of God; not the husband but the LORD gives children to whom He will and withholds children from whom He will. Therefore – so they reasoned – if  a wife remained childless the LORD had closed her womb and no doubt not without reason – and here comes the poison. Many an Israelite believed, in a similar way as Job’s friend thoughts the calamities by which Job was hit must point to some secret sins in his life,  likewise – so was the thought – it was self-evident that those to whom the LORD did not give children did not walk uprightly before the LORD. It was seen as a punishment by the LORD. Well, that’s how Peninnah could get at Hannah. Hannah what good a wife are you to Elkanah. You will not live on through your children, yet I do and that’s what counts.
What was Hannah’s response to all this hatred? As I mentioned it before, Hannah carried her suffering in secret. She did not try to defend herself against the humiliating attacks of Peninnah, no matter how much all this must have hurt her. Neither do we read that she asks Elkanah to stop Peninnah and so to protect her against this poison. The only thing we read is, on a certain day, when al this  becomes too much to Hannah, she enters the sanctuary and cries out her heart before the LORD. Thus Hannah seeks her help with the LORD, i.e. with Him who always hears, who understands us better than anyone else and who is also the only One who can give real help in time of need. 
I like to note here how Hannah addresses the LORD in this prayer, namely as the LORD of hosts. Here in I Sam 1, it is the first time that this name is mentioned in the OT. It’s the name that points to God’s almighty power, to God’s sovereignty as the God of the covenant. Thus Hannah pours out her heart before Him who has all things in His almighty hands. She lays her weak life in the hands of the only One who is able to help her in her need. Hannah cries out all her sorrow, her disgrace, her scorn as she had experienced it from the side of Peninnah. Yet she also pleads fervently with the LORD to open her womb. Remember me, O LORD, and do not forget your maidservant. Hannah thus also prays for a child.
But again, beloved, note how Hannah prays. She fervently desires to receive motherhood, yet not for herself, but for the LORD, as becomes clear from her vow, vs. 11, “…”  From this vow we may conclude that in prayer Hannah thought not only of her personal need and sorrow, but she brought before the LORD also the need of God’s people in those days. Israel was God’s chosen nation, from which one day the Messiah had to be borne. Wasn’t this the reason why God had redeemed Israel from Egypt and had brought them in the land of Canaan? However, God’s people had no longer any appreciation for this privileged position. Time and again they became unfaithful towards the LORD by serving the idols. In order to punish them, God had caused the nations around them to oppress Israel. All in all, spiritually it had become dark in Israel. One could even wonder how God’s redemptive plan would ever be realized in such a dark situation.
But then the LORD moves Hannah in causing her to pray for a child, a son, a man for Israel and for the LORD. See, beloved, that’s the context in which we must read this prayer of Hannah and the vow made by her. The LORD worked all this in a special way, since He wanted to come to the institution of the theocratic kingship in Israel. In the birth of Samuel God prepared the way for this kingship. It was still a long way to go. First Saul would become king and then David, both anointed by Samuel. Yet even this was only the beginning to come to the true theocratic King, Jesus Christ, David’s great Son.

Of course, Hannah did not know all this. Yet God uses Hannah in her special place in redemptive history. God uses Hannah to further His plan of salvation. Thus our text points to a specific prayer at a special point in redemptive history. Yet, beloved, despite the special character of this prayer, we still may learn from it. 
First, it teaches us how to bring our needs before the LORD, namely that we should never do this in a selfish way. Even with the hurt we feel and all the sorrows we go through, we still should always pray: kingdom focused. Let us never forget this. Otherwise so easily bitterness can set it, even in prayer. Deep down – even though we might not admit it – we are angry with God. If this is the case in your life, beloved, pray that God may help you to overcome that anger by focusing on the greater picture of God’s work in our life. After all, also in prayer we should always remember it’s not what I want, but what God wants. That’s the first lesson we may learn from Hannah’s prayer.
A second lesson is that also the matter of receiving children is a matter of prayer. Children are a gift from God’s hand, entrusted to us so that we may care for them on behalf of the LORD. That’s – although not in special way – nevertheless we too have to dedicate our children to the LORD, that is we are to raise them in the fear of the LORD, preparing them for their future tasks in God’s kingdom. I like to make reference here to the prayer that is prayed when couples get married in the church. In this prayer we also pray the following, “Lord, if it pleases Thee to give this couple children, grant that they may nurture these children in the fear of the LORD, to the glory of Thy Name, and to the edification of the church.” Once I heard a speech, where these words ‘to the edification of the church’ were related to theological students. Well, we surely also need men that are willing to study for the ministry, a special task in God’s kingdom. How many parents would ask the LORD that their son may serve the LORD in this special office and also encourage their son this way?
A final lesson, which we may learn from Hannah’s prayer is that also in the matter of receiving children we should seek the furtherance of God’s kingdom, and not just our own desires. In Mal. 2, we read that through marriage God seeks godly offspring.
 I realize this is not the first purpose of marriage, yet it is an essential part of every Christian marriage. That’s why also in this area of life, we should not seek our own selfish purposes in a similar way as the world around us does it, bending it all to what we want and deem sufficient. Instead, let us simply acknowledge that only God is the One who can open and close the womb and who does it is His time according to His divine wisdom. I hope to come back to this later on in the sermon.

II
In the first point of the sermon we focused on how Hannah poured out her heart before the LORD. While she is praying she is noticed by Eli, the high priest. Due to the way in which Hannah was praying – she moved her lips, yet her voice was not heard – Eli thought she was drunk. This is a very unsettling element in this narrative. Here is an afflicted woman who prays to God for a son and also that this son may be a protest against the festering deformation among God’s people, yet the high priest thinks she is one of those base women, who in those days were found around the sanctuary in Shiloh. This is indeed an unsettling element to know that this was actually going on in God’s sanctuary and that Hannah is considered to be one of these women. Thinking this, Eli harshly addresses Hannah saying, “How long will you be drunk? Put your wine away from you.” All this meant even more hurt for Hannah. Yet, she does not go off at Eli, so to speak, as we at times might do when misunderstood by office bearers. No, quite remarkably, Hannah still acknowledges Eli in his office. Despite the canaanizing of Israel’s worship service in those days and Eli’s weakness in opposing this, she still respects Eli in his office as high priest. Despite Eli’s harsh outburst, in a very respectful way Hannah responds, saying, vss. 15 + 16, “…” 

Eli acknowledges his mistake, where after prophesying he says to Hannah on behalf of the LORD, vs.17, “…” Just a few simple words, yet spoken with authority and that’s how Hannah has also understood it. The words spoken by Eli were to Hannah not just some kind words of an old man, who in a sympathetic way wanted to pour balm into the wounds of this afflicted woman. No, in these words of Eli Hannah hears the LORD speaking to her, saying, “I will answer your prayer, trust in Me!” 
Thus redemption is guaranteed, not just to Hannah in receiving a child, but also to Gods’ people as a whole, since through the child born from Hannah’s womb God wanted to continue His redemptive work among Israel. Out of Hannah’s barren womb would be born the forerunner of Israel’s theocratic king. The reference is here to King David, who was anointed by Samuel, and who would become the forefather of the great Redeemer of Israel, the Lord Jesus Christ. Yes, we have indeed to look here at Samuel’s place within redemptive history. And again, then it is noteworthy that as some many others – like Isaac and Jacob, or Samson – so also Samuel was born from a barren womb. This highlights that redemption does not come by the power of man, but from above from the LORD alone, i.e. from Him – as Hannah later on sings about it – who kills and makes alive, brings down to the grave and brings up, Ch. 2, 6. The LORD brought this dead branch to new life. Hannah would receive a son, who would not just take his place among all the other boys of Israel, but who would become the first one in God’s own house: a prophet in Israel, who as last judge would anoint the king given to Israel by God.
All this is guaranteed to Hannah in the promise given to her by Eli. The LORD had heard her prayer and would also answer it. Thus Hannah became even superior to Peninnah, as she later on sings about it in her song of praise, “Even the barren has borne seven and she who has many children has become feeble,” Ch. 2, 5. When looking at this song in more detail, it’s clear that Hannah sings not only about her own life, but she also sings of what God through this did among His people. I think of vs. 4 of Ch. 2, “…” This is not telling a simple family event in the colorful language of eastern exaggeration. Instead Hannah speaks here prophetically about her own life as part of the entire life of God’s people. For what happened in Elkanah’s family was of significance for God’s people as a whole. In faith Hannah has understood something of this.
Elaborating on this just a bit more, then we have to see it this way, beloved. As the blossoming life of Peninnah, so the life of Israel seemed to blossom, luxurious and rich, yet it was not from God. It was as with Peninnah: ultimately earthly colored. Like Peninnah, so also Israel no longer saw the riches it had as coming from the LORD. They boasted of themselves. Such an attitude always goes at the expense of the poor and the needy among God’s people. Peninnah only looked down upon Hannah, no compassion whatsoever. She with her children had made it. Elkanah could be happy with her. Meanwhile Hannah suffered in silence. But then Lord takes action, making the barren womb of Hannah fruitful. Over against these riches coming from above and not from beneath, Peninnah’s wealth simply faded away. See there, beloved, how God works redemption.

Again, in all this is a lesson also for us. It teaches us to put our trust in God alone. Our strength, our riches lays in the LORD alone. Therefore, beloved, never look at yourself and say, see what I have achieved and then look down on others, as Peninnah did. Instead, let us daily live our life with God. Yes, then even what according to worldly standards might be weak and insignificant, will still bear fruit. Whilst on the other hand all the wealth and riches received apart from God will not last. In the end it will be burned with fire.
III
From the second point we learned how God heard and answered Hannah’s prayer. Hannah receives assurances of this through what Eli says to her. Reading verse 17, these were only a few simple words, Eli says, “…”  Only a few simple words – yet Hannah gladly absorbed them in faith. Straight away her grief was gone. She does not doubt what she hears. She is not questioning it. She simply believes what Eli said. In vs. 18b we read, “…” It’s as if she had already received her son. The power of the promise is so great that for her who believes its fulfillment is sure. The continuation of this chapter shows that Hannah also persevered in this faith. In due time, Hannah conceived and gave birth to a son, whom she called Samuel, which means ‘the LORD has heard!’  Hannah says “I have asked for him from the LORD.”  In the name Samuel Hannah now expresses the LORD has heard my prayer.
“I have asked for him from the LORD.” This confession, Br. & Sr., differs completely from what we see in today’s society, where many couples await the birth of their child with disaffected feelings: if only there will come no more. Let alone those instances when future parents secretly try to get rid of the unborn fetus, simply since it does not suit them or they shrink back from the task to raise a handicapped child. It’s all what I want and not what the LORD wants. 
This thinking doesn’t always stop at the doors of the church. I now think of the perception that it is up to the individual couple how many children it should have and also when. Not the first couple years, since it doesn’t suit, surely no more than three and so on. One may say in response, we have responsibilities in this respect. We can’t just take it as it comes. I agree. Yet at the same time I would like to draw attention to the word ‘responsible’. This word is often misused. After all, the word ‘responsible’ refers to responding to someone. Scripturally speaking this means we are to use our life, also our married life, to respond to the LORD, to use it in His service. One day the LORD will ask us what we have done for Him, what we have done for Him also as a married couple. In marriage, also when it comes to receiving children, is it what not we want but what the LORD wants.
I realize that in a sermon not all questions with respect to this issue can be answered. Yet the bottom line is do we still see that within marriage children are first of all a gift of God, given to us according to God’s measure and in His time. Do we still believe this and can we also find peace in this. Here lies comfort also for those who have no children or can’t have anymore children. Again, then none of us who have been blessed with children will understand what it means to have no children. The pain can run deep. Yet also this pain – as so many other sufferings – we may lay before the LORD. He will carry us. Let us be careful that we don’t rebel, but follow the example of Hannah, who without any bitterness cried out her heart before the LORD and so laid her weak life in God’s almighty hands, only then we will find true peace.

Samuel, born from a barren woman – it teaches redemption is never to be expected from beneath, but only from above. True redemption does not lay in the power of man, but can come only from God, who is the faithful God of the covenant, who will not forsake the work of his hands. There, beloved, lays also our comfort. When we live our life with the LORD, He will provide. Samuel – the LORD hears! How wonderful is the confession that lies in this name!
Amen.
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� Mal 2, 15
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