1 Samuel Part 1

(Samuel the leader)

1 Samuel 1:1-12:25

Key verse: 12:20

The two books of Samuel in our Bible formed a single work known as “Samuel” in the Hebrew Canon. The Septuagint translators, the first Greek version Old Testament, made the division. They grouped 1 and 2 Samuel with the two books of Kings and named them as “the four books of the kingdoms.” They treated the four books as the story of the development of the monarchy under David from the rule of the Judges. It is in the Prophets section in the Hebrew version. It means the Hebrew people considered the “Samuel” as the record of what happened in the Covenant. The discussion on the difference is a huge task which we can not afford to do here. But we will follow the Hebrew view of the books of Samuel and learn YHWH through what he revealed in the story of Samuel the prophet and Saul and David.

Those who first encounter the Bible stories often ask the question of what the life story of all these Hebrew people have to do with them. Truly, if they are taken as good examples to follow why should the story of the Biblical figures be taken more seriously than other historical figures? Why should we study the Bible as of “first importance” and take the stories of the people in there as the word of God? The Hebrew view of the Samuel as well as their grouping of the Old Testament makes sense. 

There is another reason why we try this way. Everyone agrees that the main character of the Bible is God, and yet almost every time we end up studying on people there. We should when we study Ruth, for example. But we should seek God in the Prophets and in the Pentateuch, actually even in the study of Ruth. I hope we succeed to see the glimpse of his glory this time.

The Books of Samuel cover, roughly, at least 1070‑970 B.C. Samuel leads Israel for a minimum of twenty years (1 Sam. 7:2); Saul probably rules for about forty years (1 Sam. 13:1); then David becomes king near 1010 B.C. These dates are approximate but adequate for our study. Israel undergoes many changes in this era. Their government, religion, and societal structure are all altered by what happens, and what amazes us is that the Covenant shines through unchanging. The Covenant moves on and men should serve it by following it. Samuel and David were the examples who sought YHWH. Saul failed because he followed his own intentions to serve YHWH.

1. Hannah (1:1-28)

1 Samuel begins with the story of an ordinary housewife, Hannah. She was a wife of Elkanah, an Ephramite. He had two wives and Hannah was one of them. The other wife who was called Peninnah had children but Hannah had none. Not surprisingly there was a rivalry between the two wives. Peninnah provoked Hannah in order to irritate here and Hannah would weep and would not eat. Elkanah’s family was perhaps a typical of the family life of the people in the time of the Judges. In those days Israel lived away from YHWH. Everyone did as he saw fit. 

But after the unpleasant picture is presented the author tells us how YHWH was working out his Covenant hope in Hannah in 1:3-2::11. Though he was burdened by the constant fight between his two wives, 1:3 says, “Year after year this man went up from his town to worship and sacrifice to the LORD Almighty at Shiloh, where Hophni and Phinehas, the two sons of Eli, were priest of the LORD.” We know the two sons of Eli were not ideal priests as we read about them in 2:12-26. Elkanah seems jus religious at most. As we learned in the book of the judges the people were completely corrupted and piling up sins which YHWH had to take care of for another thousand of years. But in the description of 1:3 we find that “the lamp of God had not yet gone out,” and “the temple of the LORD” was still standing there and “the ark of God was” there intact (3:3). We should learn from the author to have the eyes to see the glory of YHWH. Years ago when many TV evangelists fell Billy Graham said to the reporters that we still need more TV evangelists. I guess he had the same view of God’s glory working in our times. 

Now the author tells us how Hannah could ride on God’s salvation work. She was just an ordinary woman. She was hurt when here rival provoked her. She would weep and not eat when she was sad. Her husband meant more than ten sons. But she still cried. She would cry and weep because she couldn’t have children though her husband loved her. She was a great mystery to Elkanah. He couldn’t understand her why she was unhappy when she knew he loved her more than Peninnah. But there was even a deeper mystery in Hannah which Elkanah did not even aware of: YHWH was speaking to her.

Most probably Hannah prayed at Shiloh for God to open her womb every year when the family visited the Israel's worship center. But one day Eli, the priest took note of her strange behavior. Because "her lips were moving, but her voice was not heard" (1:13), Eli thought she was drunk; so he rebuked her. Then she explained her situation and he blessed her. He said, “Go in peace, and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of him” (1:17). She said, “May your servant find favor in your eyes.” Then she went her way and ate something, and her face was no longer downcast, says 1:18. The LORD remembered her, 1:19 says, “So in the course of time Hannah conceived and gave birth to a son. She named him Samuel, saying ‘Because I asked the LORD for him’” (1:20). Hannah believed and YHWH remembered her.  That was not all. True to her word, Hannah dedicated Samuel to God's service. She said in 27,28, “I prayed for this child, and the LORD has granted me what I asked of him. So now I give him to the LORD. For his whole life he will be given over to the LORD.” 1:28b says the baby Samuel who just weaned worshiped the LORD there. We do not know how the infant worshiped YHWH. We can guess that the author is describing the very personal touch of YHWH on the infant Samuel, and that Hannah was instrumental for the calling of him. 

What was Hannah’s reasoning of giving her only son to YHWH? She said in 1:27 that the baby was the answer of YHWH. The baby was YHWH’s and so she returned the baby to YHWH. Her reasoning is as much important as the dedication of the baby, in fact, more important because she could successfully testify to the living God, YHWH. How could a mere human, even an ordinary average woman, testify to the Holy? We learned the secret in her prayer in chapter 2.


Let’s read 2:1-10. He prayer is known as the “Old Testament Magnificat” (cf Lk 1:46-55). He prayer possess an astonishing range of ideas concerning the character of God, his dealings with all sorts of men even to the ends of the earth, and the coming of his anointed king. Right at the opening words in verse we learn that the object of her joy was YHWH. Her joy in the LORD is well contrasted with her bitterness in 1:6-10. For some reason she is lifted up from being subject to the provocation of her rival to the joy in YHWH. Peninnah would not become friendly or kind to Hannah overnight. After all she had many sons and daughters already. Hannah had just one and now he was given away. How could Hannah be so happy when she went back to square one? Obviously she is now satisfied with YHWH.

How could Hannah be satisfied with YHWH? She said YHWH is holy. She said no Rock is like YHWH. YHWH is a God who knows. In verses 4-5 she confessed that YHWH is the strength. He is the Food who satisfies our hunger. He is many sons. YHWH brings death and makes alive. He brings down to the grave and raises up. YHWH is the Wealth. He is the Honor. He is the foundation of the earth. He judges the ends of the earth. Particularly in verse 10 is the prophecy of the coming Messiah. “It is not by strength that one prevails; those who oppose the LORD will be shattered. He will thunder against them from heaven; the LORD will judge the ends of the earth. He will give strength to his king and exalt the horn of his anointed.” The only answer we can give is that Hannah was born of the Spirit (Jn 3:8). We learn from her example there is such a thing as being satisfied with YHWH. We also learn that Hannah sought God when she was burdened with the very ordinary problem common to many. We should pray for ourselves to be born in Spirit. The times was dark. The family she belonged to was anything but heavenly. She herself was just an ordinary human being. Yet here she is lifted up and was established on the foundation of YHWH. Through her was born Samuel, the torch bearer of the Covenant.

2. The boy Samuel (2:11-4:1a)

2:11 says, “Then Elkanah went home to Ramah, but the boy ministered before the LORD under Eli the priest.”  I do not know exactly how old the boy was. But 1:24 describes  that he was weaned and was dedicated “young as he was.” He was very young, I guess, yet 2:1 says he “ministered before the LORD under Eli the priest.”

The secret of how a young boy Samuel could “minister before the LORD” is illustrated in 2:1-26 in contrast to the wickedness of the sons of Eli. “Eli’s sons were wicked men; they had no regard for the LORD” says the author in 2:12. It was the practice of the priests with the people that whenever anyone offered a sacrifice and while the meat was being boild, the servant of the priest would come with a three pronged fork in his hand. He would plunge it into the pan or kettle or caldron or pit, and the priest would take for himself whatever the fork  brought up. This is now they treated all the Israelites who came to Shiloh. Obviously the sons of Eli favored the taste of the pebbled meat. They did not like the taste of the fat free meat. So they took the meat with fat though the fat portion was designated to be offered as the LORD’s portion. 2:17 says, “This sin of the young men was very great in the LORD’s sight, for they were treating the LORD’s offering with contempt.” They also slept with the women who served in the sanctuary (2:22). That was their wickedness. “But Samuel was ministering before the LORD—a boy wearing a linen ephod”, says the author in 2:18. The linen ephod was made by his mother Hannah newly every year. So we might say Samuel’s ministry at this stage was actually the dedication of Hannah. 2:21 says, “And the LORD was gracious to Hannah; she conceived and gave birth to three sons and two daughters. Meanwhile, the boy samuel grew up in the presence of the LORD.” 

The author is not saying that the boy Samuel was a some super-boy. He is describing how YHWH helped and encouraged a woman that she may not give in to the darkness of the times, or to her situation but to see the everlasting and unshakeable of him. When she was inspired by YHWH she sowed a new linen ephod every year and dedicated herself and her son to YHWH. I presume that she prayed every stitch when she made the linen ephods. YHWH’s work did not go on in a big fanfare. YHWH worked in an ordinary woman who sought him in her personal agony just as he worked in a Moabite woman Ruth who sought him in her very personal dilemma. We can see in perspective by Hannah’s prayer in 2:10 that he was doing all these for the hope of sending the Anointed. It seems his glory is shining over all those who are agonizing over their personal problems. If we see the sun is still rising every morning we should be sure that his glory is shining even more surely. Only may he help us to turn eyes to him. Then we will prophecy. We will raise up prophets.

In 2:22-25 is the story of how Eli failed. He heard all the bad reports about the behavior of his sons. So he said to them, “Why do you do such things? I hear from all the people about these wicked deeds of yours. No, my sons; it is not a good report that I hear spreading among the LORD’s people. If a man sins against another man, God may meditate for him; but if a man sins against the LORD, who will intercede for him.” His sons, however, did not listen to their father’s rebuke, for it was the LORD’s will to put them to death, says 2:25. Eli’s sons habitually did not listen to their father. We should take note that it was the LORD’s will to put them to death. It was not the LORD’s will that they should be disobedient. What do we mean? 2:26 answers us. “And the boy Samuel continued to grow in stature and in favor with the LORD and with men.” The sons of Eli kicked the favor of the LORD when they treated the LORD with contempt. Samuel grew in the and by the grace of the LORD meanwhile.

In the prophecy against the house of Eli the nature of their contempt is more specifically pointed out.  The man of God who came to Eli said, “Why do you scorn my sacrifice and offering that I prescribed for my dwelling? Why do you honor your sons more than me by fattening yourselves on the choice parts of every offering made by my people Israel?” “Therefore the LORD, the God of Israel, declares; ‘I promised that your house and your father’s house would mister before me forever. But now the LORD declares: ‘Far be it from me! Those who honor me I will honor, but those who despise me will be disdained.” Eli's family will lose their privilege of ministering in God's house (2:27‑33). 

If some one ask how YHWH could change his mind the next prophecy might answer him. “And what happens to your two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, will be a sign to you – they will both die on the same day. I will raise up for my self a faithful priest, who will do according to what is in my heart and mind. I will firmly establish his house, and he will minister before my anointed one always. Then everyone left in your family line will come and bow down before him for a piece of silver and a curst of bread and plead, ‘Appoint me to some priestly office so I can have food to eat’” (3:34-36). To put it bluntly, Eli and his sons will mess up and YHWH will take the burden of their sins and as well as the burden of raising the permanent Priest. As we learn in the words of Eli in 3:18 that YHWH is YHWH whose wisdom is beyond our understanding, however, who for sure will save us all in his judgment and through the wisdom of his judgment (Ro 11:36). We cannot look down on Eli. No. He was a great man of God, a prophet who learned to be content with YHWH, who was established for our benefit. We should learn from him who responded to YHWH’s revelation. But we should perhaps learn more from Samuel to serve the word of the LORD. 

What does it mean to serve the word? Samuels’s story in chapter 3 gives us a new perspective for the understanding of the ambiguous idea. 3:1 says, “The boy Samuel ministered before the LORD under Eli. In those days the word of the LORD was rare; there were not many visions.” On night YHWH called Samuel's name three times (3:1‑8). Each time the boy went to Eli, thinking the old man had asked him to come. Finally, Eli realized God was speaking to Samuel and told him to answer the LORD and listen for a message (3:9). Samuel obeyed but heard a horrible promise. YHWH said Eli's sons will be judged for their deeds and Eli will be punished for not stopping their sins (3:11‑14). Samuel hesitated to give Eli this news, yet he did so at Eli's urging (3:17‑18). To our surprise the word of God was the announcement of judgment on the sin of Eli and his family. Everybody should know God judges sin yet most of us treat the truth with contempt. When a person fears God who judges sin he has the word of God.

3:19 continues this way, “The LORD was with Samuel as he grew up, and he let none of his words fall to the ground. And all Israel from Dan to Beersheba recognized that Samuel was attested as a prophet of the LORD. The LORD continued to appear at Shiloh and there he revealed himself to Samuel through his word. And Samuel’s word came to all Israel.” While the book of judges diagnosed the problem of the times as the lack of king 1 Samuel 3:1 points out that the lack of the word of the LORD was the problem of the times. They are the same truth. We should pray that God may raise up “a prophet of the LORD” (3:20) among us. May God have mercy on our Bible study.

3. Ichabod or Ebenezer (4:1b-7:17)

Samuel's predictions about Eli's family came true when Israel lost a battle with the Philistines. In one skirmish Israel suffered 30,000 casualties, a number that included Eli's sons (4:1‑11). Not only did Israel take heavy losses, they also lost the ark of the Covenant, the symbol of YHWH’s presence,to Philistia (4:11). When he heard his sons were dead and the ark had been captured, Eli fell over, broke his neck, and died (4:18). At hearing the news Eli’s daughter-in-law, the wife of Phinehas, was shocked and gave birth to a son but died by her labor pains. She named her boy Ichabod, saying “The glory has departed from Israel” – because of the capture of the ark of God and the deaths of her father-in-law and her husband. 

But in chapters 5 and 6 the author tells us a humorous story that she was wrong.  The Philistines stored the ark in the temple of Dagon, their god, to show his superiority over YHWH. After one day, however, the Philistines found Dagon bowing down to the ark (5:1‑3)! YHWH clearly rules Dagon. The Philistines erected their god again. But on the second day Dagon bowed before the ark of the LORD again, and this time his head and hands were severed (5:4‑5). Dagon had no power or wisdom. Only YHWH was real. During seven months when the ark remained in Philistine territory YHWH sent a plague on every town where the Philistines stored the ark (5:6‑12). Again, YHWH proved that all idols are worthless and that he directs history and controls nature. Like their god, the Philistines also suffered humiliation by YHWH. Because they had the ark, YHWH caused mice and tumors to afflict them. In some versions the tumors are translated as hemorrhoids. At any rate, eventually, they sent the ark back with golden replicas of the mice and tumors or of hemorrhoids (6:1‑18). The mighty Philistines were reduced to surrendering to mice and hemorrhoids! Their pride in Dagon and themselves had diminished.

When the ark returned to Beth Shemesh, however, “God struck down some of the men of Beth Shemesh, putting seventy of the toi death because they had looked into the ark of the LORD” (6:19). As a result the ark was sent to Kiriath Jearim and remaind there for twenty years. Israel may failed but YHWH did not fail. “It was along time, twenty years in all, that the ark remained at Kiriath Jearim, and all the people ofr Israel mourned and sought after the LORD,” records the author in 7:2. Then Samuel advised Israel to repent of their idol worship and offer themselves to YHWH. While Samuel led Israel to worship YHWH at Mizpah the Philistines attacked them. The violated the worship of the LORD. That day YHWH thundered with loud thunder against the Philistine and threw them into such a panic that they were routed before the Israelites.  The men of Israel rushed out of Mizpah and pursued the Philisteines, slaughtering them along the way to a point below Beth Car.

“Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Shen. He named it Ebenezer, saying, ‘Thus far has the LORD helped us” (7:12). He meant that YHWH has been with Israel including the time when the ark was captured by Philistines. 

4. Samuels’ leadership (8:1-12:25)

With what read so far we do not see why Samuel is know as one of the greatest leaders along with Moses. But in chapter 8-12 we learn something about his greatness. When Samuel gets old, he appointed his sons judge over Israel (8:12). Unfortunately, they, like Eli's sons, were different from their father. They accepted bribes and make justice impossible (8:3). Israel seemed destined to start the sin cycle all over again. So the Israel's elders suggested a solution to the nation's difficulties. They claimed that Israel needed a king like “all the other nations" have (8:5). Presumably, the elders thought a king could bring economic and military stability to Israel. Since they had been defeated repeatedly by foreign kings, so they probably wanted to copy what they believed was a successful pattern. Samuel did not agree with the elders and seemed hurt by their actions (8:6). God told him, though, that Israel rejects the Lord's rule, not Samuel's (8:7). This request is simply a new stage in the nation's long history of rebellion against the Lord (8:8). Given this reality, God simply commands Samuel to warn the people what serving a king will be like (8:9). Thus, Samuel obeys YHW and anoint Saul to be their king. 

12:1-25 is Samuel’s farewell speech. Let’s read them We can learn in his speech that the Covenant continued and Samuel followed it. That was Samuel[‘s leadership. 

