
SUNDAY SCHOOL NOTES 22 October 2017: Samuel (1 Samuel) 

We know that the book of Judges tells us about the Judges or leaders who reminded Israel of the 

need to follow God. We may have heard of Ehud, the left-handed one, of Deborah, of Gideon – the 

fearful brave fighter- and we have all heard of Samson, who got things wrong almost as often as he 

got things right. But the last of the Judges was the most famous of them all.  

His story starts even before he was born. His father, Elkanah, had two wives. Peninnah had many 

children and thought that this proved that she was a better person than the other wife, Hannah. (In 

those days people felt that, if you didn’t have children, you had angered God!) Peninnah bullied 

Hannah horribly. Even though Hannah knew her husband loved her deeply, she was miserable. 

Once a year the whole family would go to Shiloh to thank God for all his goodness to them. The 

tabernacle had been placed at Shiloh when Joshua led the Israelites into Canaan [Josh 18:1]. The 

tent had been replaced by a solid building, and was the centre of worship in the land. 

Hannah found these celebrations hard. Although she knew she was loved, she wept again because 

she had no children. One year, she went back to the temple  after the celebration lunch. There she 

wept and wept silently, but with such drama that the old priest (Eli) thought she was drunk! He told 

her to move off because she was embarrassing everyone, including herself, with her drunken 

behaviour.  Hannah explained that she had just been begging God for help. The old man then prayed 

that God would answer her prayer. 

And God did. Just after that, Hannah fell pregnant and, in time, baby Samuel was born. Hannah 

realised that this baby was a special gift and kept her promise to God that his little boy would grow 

up to know God in the temple. As soon as he was weaned – at about 3 years old – she and Elkanah 

took little Samuel  up to Shiloh and left him there to learn of God. She was so sure that this was 

God’s will that she sang a beautiful song (1 Sam 2:1-10) which is a lot like the one sung by Mary 

before Jesus was born (Luke 1:46-55).   

It must have been tough for young Samuel at first, even though his Mum visited him once a year but 

we aren’t told anything about that. What we do know is that God had special plans for him. The 

priest, Eli, wasn’t a strong leader and his sons were more interested in grabbing wealth and power 

than in listening to God so no-one in Israel had received any messages from God for a long time. 

(How terrible! They were God’s people chosen to be a blessing to others!) But, the day came, 

although Samuel was still quite young, when God broke the silence and spoke to him directly. 

At first Samuel didn’t realise God was calling him and rushed off to do what Eli wanted. Eventually, 

Eli realised who was calling and told Samuel to listen quietly to what God was saying.  

The message Samuel got was pretty awful. God didn’t start by telling him that he was loved or that 

he was chosen. Instead God told him some very negative news: God was going to wipe out the 

priestly family of Eli because they had failed in their duty. This news was so scary that Samuel didn’t 

sleep at all that night! It was scary because he probably wondered what was going to happen. It was 

scary because he realised that nobody could mess with God and get away with it. It was also 

probably scary because he realised with a shock that God had spoken to him – and that this meant 

that God was giving him a special responsibility. He was to be a special part of God’s family, 



Samuel wasn’t very keen to tell Eli his news. But Eli insisted, recognising God’s judgment when he 

heard it. From that day on, Samuel was respected as one through whom God was speaking. (3:19).  

Eli’s family was indeed wiped out. Stupidly Eli’s sons (Phinehas and Hopni) allowed the people to 

think more of the Ark of the Covenant than of prayer (4:3). The Ark of the Covenant had been made 

according to God’s rules in the desert days – but it was not a lucky charm. The people forgot this and 

asked Eli’s sons to bring the Ark into battle so that it would help them beat the Philistines. I suspect 

that Eli hadn’t wanted this to happen, but was too weak to stop it. In the end, the Ark was captured, 

Israel was defeated and Eli’s sons were killed. When Eli heard that the Ark of God was in the hands 

of their enemies, he was so horrified that he fell off his seat and broke his neck. There was no-one in 

the family left to be the priest or judge and so the job came to Samuel, just as God had planned. 

Samuel’s job was never easy. Many years later, for instance, the people decided they wanted a king 

like the other nations. God told Samuel to allow them to learn the hard way. The king they chose 

was Saul – and the rest of the 1st Book of Samuel is the story of Saul’s rule. Samuel worked hard to 

try to help Saul listen to God but, in the end, Saul thought he didn’t need to bother about God’s old 

man any longer. Samuel had to obey God and leave Saul to mess things up until he died (16:1). 

The story of Samuel shows us that being a servant of God isn’t always easy. It means being prepared 

to be important and unimportant – whatever God wants. It means hearing hard-to-hear messages at 

some times and good news at other times. And so we know what awaits us when we become God’s 

servants. But, just as God never left Samuel alone, he will give us the strength to be his servants too. 

I’d rather be on God’s side than pushed away like Eli and his sons! 

PUZZLE 

Compare Hannah’s song with the song sung by Mary. (1 Sam 2 and Luke 1).  

In v 8 Hannah sings about the …………………………………… being ……………………………………………… 

In v 52 Mary talks about the ……………………………………..  being ……………………………………………… 

Can you find any other similarities? ……………………………………………………………………………………… 


