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THE BIRTH OF SAMUEL

The last-but-one of the Judges that acted as chiefs of the people did not

lead the people in battle. He was the High Priest, and his name was Eli.

The High Priest may well act as a judge when cases are brought to him,

but should not also be the Judge in the sense of leader of the people – the

two should be separate, as Moses and Aaron, later Joshua and Eleazar,

and so on. However, Eli was both, and this was not a good thing. By his

time the Ark and Tabernacle had returned to Shiloh where Joshua had put

it, and some sort of temple had been built around it, but we do not know

much about that. Archaeologists are now busy digging it all up to find out.

A man named Elkanah, apparently a Levite, 1 lived at a place called

Ramataim Zophim (which means ‘the double hill of the look-outs’), often

shortened to Ramah, in Mount Ephraim. [But be careful, there were also

other places called Ramah.] He had two wives, Peninah who had sons and

daughters, and Hannah his favourite wife who had had none.

Once a year he took the family to Shiloh, where he offered sacrifices

to God, and gave portions to Peninah and all his children, with a special

portion to Hannah, 2 the wife he really loved. Peninah was jealous and

teased and tormented Hannah for having no children and hurt her, and

Hannah would cry and not eat. Elkanah asked her why she cried: ‘Am I

not worth more to you than ten sons?’ he said, but this did not help.

1. It says ‘an Ephrathite’ but his genealogy is given in 1-Chronicles (6:18-23) as
a Levite. Anyway only a Levite could approach near to the Tabernacle.

2. It says that he gave Hannah one portion ¼1H- L² K$ (lit. a nose), and nobody knows
what this means. Most explanations offered mix up this word with something else.
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On one occasion, after everyone else had finished eating and drinking,

Hannah got up in the Tabernacle area and, while still crying, said a

prayer. She made a vow that if God would give her a son she would

dedicate him to God all his life and he would be a nazirite, never having

a haircut. Bitter and crying, too upset to be able to utter anything with her

voice, she whispered her long prayer, moving her lips as she spoke.

Eli happened to be sitting nearby, and seeing her moving her lips yet

not hearing her say anything, he assumed that she was drunk, and in that

condition should not be in the Tabernacle area. Angrily he told her to

sober up. She explained that she was not drunk, but bitter and in sorrow,

and was pouring out her heart to God in prayer. Eli then said ‘Go in

peace, and may the God of Israel give you what you asked him for.’ So

she left, and having said her prayer she felt a lot better and ate something.

Next day they all came, bowed down to God and went home to Ramah.

Elkanah took care of her, 3 and shortly afterwards she became

pregnant. In due course she gave birth to a son and called him Samuel.

God had listened to her prayer.

When the time came for the annual visit to Shiloh, she told her husband

that she would not go with, but would stay at home until she weaned

Samuel. Then she would take him to Shiloh and he would stay there

permanently, as she had promised him to God.

As soon as Samuel was weaned she took him to Shiloh, together with

a present of food, and took him to Eli, telling him that she was the woman

he had seen praying. This was the boy for whom she had prayed, and she

now handed him over 4 to God for the rest of his life. She left him with

Eli to look after him, and went home with her husband and the family.

Then she sang a special prayer of thanks to God.

3. Euphemism in translation.

4. Something beween ‘gave’ and ‘lent’.
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Samuel then served before God at Shiloh, wearing a little linen ephod.

Every year his mother used to make him a little coat, which she brought

to him when she came up with her husband for the annual sacrifice. Eli

would then bless Elkanah and Hannah, saying to Elkanah ‘May God give

you children from this woman in return for the loan that you have lent to

him.’ God blessed Hannah, who then gave birth to two sons and three

daughters.

Meanwhile Samuel grew up, God liked him and so did people.
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