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ELI AND HIS SONS

Eli, the High Priest at Shiloh, had two sons, Hofni and Phinehas, who

served under him, but they were in no way God-fearing – on the contrary

they were very wicked men.

The zevah sacrifice is when someone brlngs an animal which is

slaughtered, the blood and fats go on the altar, the priest who deals with

it takes two small portions (the right shank, i.e. lower leg, and the breast)

and the person who brings it eats the rest. It is his, he brings it because

he wants to eat the meat, but wants to give a portion to God first.

At Shiloh, Eli’s sons would send a servant with a three-pronged fork

who would demand of any person who brought a zevah sacrifice a large

piece of meat, not yet cooked but still raw; and he did this before the fats

had been placed on the altar. The man would say ‘First put the fats on the

altar, and then take what you want’, but the servant would say ‘No! Either

give it now or I will take it by force.’ This angered God tremendously.

Eli was an old man, and heard complaints of how his sons misbehaved

in this way, and also how they misbehaved 1 together with the women

who used to gather around the Tabernacle. He told them off, that he heard

constant complaints and that they were sinning against God and should

stop, but they took no notice of him.

One day a ‘prophet’ 2 came to Eli and gave him a message from God.

‘I chose your family (i.e. Aaron and his sons) from among all the tribes

of Israel to be my priests, to offer up sacrifices for the people, and to eat

1. Euphemism.

2. The word translated everywhere as ‘prophet’ really means a spokesman.
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the food they bring me (i.e. certain sacrifices that the bringer did not eat

but gave to God, of which the priests were told to eat the meat). Why do

you kick at the offerings and presents that people bring me, and show

more respect to your sons than to me, so as to fatten yourselves with the

best produce of the people? 3

‘I had said that your family (descendants of Aaron) would walk before

me for ever. But not now, for those who honour me I honour and those

who despise me will be despised. The time is approaching when there will

no longer be an old man in your family (i.e. the descendants of Eli, not

those of Aaron), all your descendants will die young. The sign for this

will be that your two sons will both die together on the same day.

‘I will appoint a loyal priest who will walk before me always, and the

remnants of your family will come and bow down to him for a few coins

and a loaf of bread, and beg to be allowed to join a group of priests to eat

a bit of food.’

Now Samuel, whose mother Hannah had brought him as a boy to serve

at the Tabernacle under Eli, had grown up and was liked by both God and

the people. In those days messages from God had become very rare.

One night Eli, who began to be blind from old age, 4 was lying down

by the Tabernacle where the Ark was, and Samuel lay down nearby.

Suddenly Samuel heard himself being called. Assuming that it was Eli,

he jumped up, ran to Eli, and said ‘You called me.’

‘No’ said Eli, ‘I did not call you. Go back to sleep.’

The same thing happened a second time, but the third time Eli realised

that it was God who had called him. ‘Go back and lie down’ he said, ‘and

if he calls you again, say “Speak, God, for your servant is listening.”’

3. It seems that although he told his sons off he did not take any action to
prevent them still doing it all, and perhaps ate what they stole.

4. Probably cataract or glaucoma.

2



Samuel did this, and when called the fourth time he answered ‘Speak,

for your servant is listening.’

The message came through very clearly. ‘I am about to do things such

that whoever hears it, his ears will tingle. I will do exactly as I said and

punish Eli’s family for all the sins they have done.’

In the morning Samuel got up and opened the doors of the Tabernacle,

scared to tell Eli what he had heard. But Eli called him, and demanded to

know it all, cursing him if he held anything back. So he told Eli, who

replied ‘God will do whatever he considers to be the right thing.’

Samuel grew up and God was with him. He became famous throughout

all Israel from Dan (in the north) to Beersheba (in the south), God once

again made his presence felt in Shiloh, and Samuel was recognised as a

true prophet of God.
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