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THE DEATH OF ELI

Although Samson had wreaked havoc among the Palestinians (or, if you

wish, Philistines) a lot earlier, they were still very active in the time of Eli

and Samuel, causing a lot of trouble to Israel.

On God’s instructions, Samuel told the people to go out and meet them

in battle. They camped one against the other, and then the Palestinians

chased the Israelites, who lost four thousand men and ran away.

Not understanding why God should have let them lose the battle, they

decided that they would go to Shiloh and take the Ark into battle with

them, which would save them from their enemies. 1 They did this, the

Ark at that time being in charge of Eli’s two sons Hofni and Phinehas,

who took it to the camp.

On its arrival there was a tremendous shout for joy in the camp. The

Palestinians heard the shouting, and when they found out why they were

very upset. ‘They have brought their gods into the battle. This has never

happened before! These are powerful gods that successfully attacked the

Egyptians. Woe to us!’

But their leaders told them to be of good courage and fight, ‘otherwise

we may have to be their servants like they have been ours!’

The battle raged, Israel lost thirty thousand infantry men, and the Ark

was captured! In addition, Eli’s sons Hofni and Phinehas were both killed.

A man escaped from the battle and ran to Shiloh with his clothes torn

and earth on his head, 2 and reported what happened.

1. Worshipping God by superstition.

2. Signs of mourning.
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All the people of Shiloh then cried out.

Eli, now ninety-eight years old and blind, was sitting on his throne,

trembling with fear about the Ark. (It seems that his sons had taken it

without his permission.) He heard the cry and asked what had happened.

The man who had come from the battle then went and told him. ‘I have

fled from the battle. Israel ran away from its enemies, there were terrible

losses, your two sons died, and the Ark of God was captured!’

Eli was very old and very heavy. When he heard about the Ark, from

the shock he fell off the throne backwards, broke his neck and died.

He had acted as Judge of Israel for forty years. 3

His daughter-in-law, the wife of Phinehas, was pregnant at the time,

and when she heard the news of the capture of the Ark and the death of

her husband and of her father-in-law, she suddenly went into labour from

shock and gave birth. Those around her told her that she had born a son,

but she took no notice and did not answer. Then, as she was dying, she

called the son Ichabod (meaning ‘without honour’) because her husband

and father-in-law had gone, but above all the Ark had been captured and

honour had gone from Israel!

Hundreds of years later, Jeremiah refers to the destruction of Shiloh. 4

Though not related as history, this would have been soon after the capture

of the Ark. 5 Yet we also know that the Tabernacle and the Altar 6

survived, so what was destroyed? It seems that there was a sort of temple

or at least a surround to the Tabernacle, as there were doors. 7

Archaeologists have found something there and hope to find out more.

What happened to the Ark is another story.

3. But he did not, as they try to teach us today, serve as High Priest for ninety-
four years. Nor was he, or the Tabernacle, necessarily all the time in Shiloh.

4. Jeremiah 7:12,14 and 26:6,9.

5. It came back only a few months later but was not returned to Shiloh.

6. 2-Chron. 1:3, 5.

7. 1-Sam 3:15.
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