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Meadgate Spring 2019
The Early Kings
Session 1 – Samuel (Part 1)
Introduction
This 8-part series will explore the roles of 5 key figures in Israel’s history, as we move from
the time of the Judges to the time of the Kings.
We will consider:
Eli – The Father Who Failed
Samuel – the last of the Judges, and a Leader of Transition
Saul – Israel’s first king, trying to figure out what a king should do
David – The king after God’s own heart, yet whose heart was troubled
Solomon – renowned for his wisdom, yet he forgot how to practise his own advice
Overall aims of series
 Starting and finishing well
 Exploring our expectations and assumptions regarding leadership
 How to understand and learn from those who have gone before us
 Quality Parenting
 How to break the cycle found in the book of Judges
Some of the themes: What does it take to make a King?
 Filling the Role - or Displaying Godly Character?
 What happens when we stray from God’s word?
 Obedience is better than sacrifice
 What happens when the kids run riot…!!
 God’s faithfulness should be our example  …………and much more!
Behind Saul we have the figure of Samuel, and behind David, we have Nathan, God’s
prophet.
But behind Samuel, we have another figure, that of Eli, who was formative in the character
development of Samuel.
Therefore we have 5 key characters:
 Eli
 Samuel
 Saul
 David
 Nathan
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Background to ELI and SAMUEL

To understand what it was like for Israel to have a king, it is important to understand what it
was like for them NOT to have one.

Book of Judges – Chapter 23
After the nation had finally come into the Land of Canaan, for a while, their own tribal chiefs
maintained some semblance of law and order.
But it quickly became obvious that they needed somebody even more senior to oversee
disputes. Hence God Appointed Judges. The 12 Judges we read about in The Book of Judges
are, in sequence:
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1. Othniel (judged for 40 years)
2. Ehud (80 years)
3. Shamgar (unknown number of years)
4. Deborah(40 years)
5. Gideon (40 years)
6. Tola (23 years),
7. Jair (22 years)
8. Jephthah (6 years)
9. Ibzan (7 years)
10. Elon (10 years)
11. Abdon(8 years)
12. Samson (20 years).
These 12 Judges covered a total of 325 recorded years. It is a long time to stay with the
same leadership model, and there were huge problems during these three – plus centuries:The people faced decline because: They always compromised their high calling and purpose in God
 They abandoned his decree to drive out the people of the land
 They began to adopt Canaanite customs
 This led to a moral and spiritual pollution.
 Their unity gave way to fierce tribal independence.
By the time of Samson, the final Judge in the Book of Judges, the whole nation had fallen
into disrepute, and their experience of leadership was one of chaos and confusion. It was
rule by vigilante. They experienced the worst kinds of trouble, because they became their
own codebook for justice and morality – with disastrous results.
The damning final verse reads:-

Judges 21:25
“In those days there was no king in Israel;
everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”
A Time of Transition
Up until this time, the nation had been a Theocracy – a nation ruled by God, but now they
had nothing, and there was a leadership vacuum. They were about to move into a time of
Monarchy.
We now move over into the 1st Book of Samuel, and discover our first key people, Eli and
the boy Samuel.
I Samuel 1 tells us of the deep desires of Hannah, because she had no child. Also how
Penninah, Elkanah’s other wife, provoked her.
Hannah pleads to God for a son, and her prayer is answered – one of the very few stories we
have in such detail about the life of a child in Scripture.
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Hannah brought him to the Temple when he was weaned – traditionally just three years
old! – saying
“Now I give him to the Lord. For his whole life he shall be given over to the Lord.”
1 Sam 1:28
Note:
 What kind of a life would he have had back in Ramathaim-zophim, his home? It is
possible he would have had to contend with lots of sibling rivalry.
 We can only guess if he was favoured or not by Elkanah after he was born – so
Hannah is not only following through on her promise to Eli– it might actually have
been a wise thing to do.
 Having said that, Read 1 Sam 1: 21, 22 – “Do whatever you think is best” this seems
like Elkanah was deferring a lot of decisions to his wife!!

POINTS TO PONDER
 What is your reaction when God fulfils a Request?
 How have you had t deal with sibling rivalry?
 Have you ever had to offer God something really significant? What
happened?

Out of the frying pan?
What was Samuel coming into? He was coming into the place of worship at the Tabernacle
at Shiloh. This was one of the more permanent places for the Tabernacle, but before the
actual Temple had been built by Solomon.
Eli – the Father who failed
What Samuel came into was a family whose eldest sons, Hophni and Phinehas, were
certainly NOT “high quality” priests. They were in line for the office of High Priest to succeed
their father Eli, but what kind of sons were they?
“Eli's sons were wicked men; they had no regard for the LORD. 13 Now it was the practice of
the priests with the people that whenever anyone offered a sacrifice and while the meat was
being boiled, the servant of the priest would come with a three-pronged fork in his hand. 14
He would plunge it into the pan or kettle or caldron or pot, and the priest would take for
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himself whatever the fork brought up. This is how they treated all the Israelites who came to
Shiloh. 15 But even before the fat was burned, the servant of the priest would come and say
to the man who was sacrificing, "Give the priest some meat to roast; he won't accept boiled
meat from you, but only raw."
16 If the man said to him, "Let the fat be burned up first, and then take whatever you want,"
the servant would then answer, "No, hand it over now; if you don't, I'll take it by force."
17 This sin of the young men was very great in the LORD's sight, for they were treating the
LORD's offering with contempt.” (1 Sam 2:12-17)
What’s happening here?
 The Law said that the needs of the priests (the Levites) were to be met by the tithes
of the people (Numbers18:20-24, Joshua 13:14,33)
 Eli’s Sons took advantage of their position to satisfy their lust for power, possessions
and control.
 In doing so, they endangered the integrity of the whole priesthood.
 This flesh-hook was used to choose meat that was intended for sacrifice, not for the
priests
 Also they went further, and insisted that they have some of the meat BEFORE it had
been offered to God, thereby elevating themselves above God – and treating God
with contempt.
 These offerings were intended to show honour and respect to God, whilst asking for
forgiveness – so Hophni and Phinehas were actually sinning whilst making offerings
for sin – GROSS HYPOCRISY
 In I Sam 2: 2 – they were also seducing young women in the Tabernacle itself.
“Somewhat ominously for a nation about to become a monarchy, the first thing
we observe is that inherited authority is inherently dangerous for two reasons.
The first is that there is no guarantee that descendants of even the greatest
leader will be competent and faithful. The second is that being born to power is
often a corrupting influence itself, resulting all too often either in complaisance
or—as the case of Eli’s sons—entitlement. Eli performs his work as a sacred
charge from God (1 Sam. 2:25), but his sons see it as a personal possession (1
Sam. 2:14). Growing up in an atmosphere somewhat analogous to a family
business, they expect from a young age to inherit their father’s privileges.
Because this "family business" is God's own shrine—giving the family a claim to
divine authority over the populace—his sons' malfeasance is all the more
injurious.”1

Eli knew his sons were evil (1 Sam 2: 22), but he did not stop them.

1

Internet Article:” From Tribal Confederation to Monarchy”. https://www.theologyofwork.org/oldtestament/samuel-kings-chronicles-and-work/from-tribal-confederation-to-monarchy-1-samuel
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The Law was clear on what happened when the Levites made a mistake (Num 15:30-31)
30 "'But anyone who sins defiantly, whether native-born or alien, blasphemes the LORD, and
that person must be cut off from his people. 31 Because he has despised the LORD's word
and broken his commands, that person must surely be cut off; his guilt remains on him.'"
So, here is the one of the major themes in our series;

What happens when children have no boundaries?

Hophni and Phinehas had allowed power to corrupt them, thinking themselves above God’s
Law.
Because no-one took them in hand, they were allowed to run riot, and brought God’s name
into disrepute. They were warned that they would be held accountable, but would not
listen.

WHAT WAS THE RESULT?
1 Sam 2:27-36
27 “Now a man of God came to Eli and said to him, "This is what the LORD says: 'Did I not
clearly reveal myself to your father's house when they were in Egypt under Pharaoh? 28 I
chose your father out of all the tribes of Israel to be my priest, to go up to my altar, to burn
incense, and to wear an ephod in my presence. I also gave your father's house all the
offerings made with fire by the Israelites. 29 Why do you scorn my sacrifice and offering that
I prescribed for my dwelling? Why do you honour your sons more than me by fattening
yourselves on the choice parts of every offering made by my people Israel?'
30 "Therefore the LORD, the God of Israel, declares: 'I promised that your house and your
father's house would minister before me forever.' But now the LORD declares: 'Far be it from
me! Those who honour me I will honour, but those who despise me will be disdained. 31 The
time is coming when I will cut short your strength and the strength of your father's house, so
that there will not be an old man in your family line 32 and you will see distress in my
dwelling. Although good will be done to Israel, in your family line there will never be an old
man. 33 Every one of you that I do not cut off from my altar will be spared only to blind your
eyes with tears and to grieve your heart, and all your descendants will die in the prime of life.
34 "'And what happens to your two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, will be a sign to you-they
will both die on the same day. 35 I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who will do
according to what is in my heart and mind. I will firmly establish his house, and he will
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minister before my anointed one always. 36 Then everyone left in your family line will come
and bow down before him for a piece of silver and a crust of bread and plead, "Appoint me
to some priestly office so I can have food to eat."
1 Sam. 2:30 –“ Those who honour me I will honour, but those who despise me will be
disdained.”
The NIV word “disdained” is the Hebrew word

.WLq¥ , from the root word
Qalal
Which means “To bring into contempt, and/or curse”. It is a very strong word, and shows
how God looks on those who dishonour him.
NOTE:
The fulfilment of this prophecy is found in I Kings 2: 26 – when Abaithar the priest was
expelled from his position by Solomon, and thereby ended the line of Eli.( see Session 7)
The faithful priest mentioned was Zadok, priest under David, then High Priest under
Solomon. His line was probably still in place by the time of Ezra.

It was into this atmosphere that we find a 3-year old boy, the child Samuel, to whom God is
willing to speak

“The boy Samuel ministered before the Lord under Eli. In those days the word of the Lord
was rare; there were not many visions.2 One night Eli, whose eyes were becoming so weak
that he could barely see, was lying down in his usual place.3 The lamp of God had not yet
gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God
was.” 1 Sam 3:1-3

NOTE:
 Eli’s eyes were very weak – how might this have affected how
he treated his sons?
 Samuel was positioned “near the Ark (1Sam 3: 3)
 Where have you positioned yourself in relation to God?
 Are you close enough to hear Him?

Despite the hypocrisy and gross sin of Eli’s sons. Samuel, even though young, had a heart
that was prepared to listen to God.
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One would have expected the message from God to come through Eli, but God’s chain of
command is based on faith, not on age or position
The message was tough.
It was – and is- never easy to pass on God’s word in such cases, but what a one to start with!
1 Sam 3:11-14
“1 And the LORD said to Samuel: "See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make
the ears of everyone who hears of it tingle. 12 At that time I will carry out against Eli
everything I spoke against his family-from beginning to end. 13 For I told him that I would
judge his family forever because of the sin he knew about; his sons made themselves
contemptible, and he failed to restrain them. 14 Therefore, I swore to the house of Eli, 'The
guilt of Eli's house will never be atoned for by sacrifice or offering.'"
Samuel here demonstrated what was to become a vital quality as he grew - he did not allow
the status of others to stop him from speaking God’s words.
NOTE:
Be prepared for God to work at any place, at any time, and through anyone He chooses.
It might be you
It might be someone you least expect – don’t judge – for the whole of this Book is based on
the fact that man looks on the outward appearance, but God looks on the heart.

What was the effect of these words on Eli ? We will explore this next week!
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