
Sermon 3: 1 Samuel 2:12-36: Eli
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INTRODUCTION

To the everyday worshipper in Israel the religious and political leadership of Israel looked 
hopelessly corrupt.  Eli was a weak leader who had allowed his sons to pervert the worship 
of God and were next in line for succession.  Things were looking bleak for the future.  
However, we have just had Hannah’s song, a song that speaks about God dealing with those
who are sinful and exalt themselves, how He will cut off the proud and wicked.  We would 
expect this chapter to open with a war against the Philistines, but instead we see judgement
beginning with the house of the Lord.  The reader of 1 Samuel is being given an inside line 
on God’s plan.  Outwardly, everything looks corrupt and hopeless, but quietly God is working
out His purposes.  

The text before us falls naturally into three parts.  All three parts give an account of Eli’s life 
and then interject the boy Samuel.  So the first section deals with Eli’s sons, and ends with 
positive comments about Samuel, 2:18-21; the second section deals with Eli rebuking his 
hardened sons but ends with positive words about Samuel, v26; the third section is a 
prophecy against Eli’s house which ends with Samuel 3:1a.  

The overarching theological truth that we will see in this section is that God is the shepherd 
of His sheep and will ultimately provide godly leadership for His people in Christ, He may 
work unseen but He is working; but there are also several practical points that we can take 
away about godly leadership in the church and the home.  

Eli’s sons

The enemies that Hannah’s song discussed are introduced and surprisingly they are not the 
Philistines but priests, v12, ‘Now the sons of Eli were worthless men. They did not know the 
LORD.’  The words, ‘worthless men’ can literally read, ‘the sons of Belial’.  The same words 
are used of the men who sought to abuse the Levite in Judges 19 and abused his concubine
to death.  And the fact that they did not know the Lord should be contrasted with Samuel 
who was growing in favour with God, v26.  There are two main sins listed in these verses by
the sons of Eli, greed and lust.  First mentioned, and of first importance was the way in 
which these priests defiled the very worship of God.  V17 emphasizes their sin, ‘Thus the sin
of the young men was very great in the sight of the LORD, for the men treated the offering 
of the LORD with contempt.’  We see two particular ways they sinned.  Firstly, they did not 
obey the commands to take only specific parts of the sacrifice for themselves, but used the 
sacrifice as a lucky dip taking any part they chose.  Secondly, instead of offering the fat to 
the Lord, they preferred to have it flavour their food.  Like Adam and Eve who were not 
content with what the Lord provided and made illegitimate provision for themselves, likewise
by robbing God’s people, disobeying God’s laws and sinning against those things intended to
be types of Christ they sinned very greatly.  The greatness of the sins of the priests is not so
much in their greed but in mistreating those things that God put in place to reflect Christ.  A 
direct parallel would be change the gospel message in order to benefit oneself financially.  
To use the gospel ministry in order to fleece the flock. 



Hophni and Phinehas did not know the Lord and this showed in their actions.  They were 
given over to their lusts, particularly greed and gluttony.  They had a legitimate portion in 
sacrifices, they took what was legitimate and made an idol of it.  This is the nature of all sin,
we take the good and legitimate things of God, and because God is not our God something 
else inevitably will be.  Everybody worships something, everybody serves something, this 
atheistic society is self-deceiving for thinking that only religious people serve something.  
The unbelieving world today is enslaved to its lusts.  Look at the fact that our society is built
on consumerism.  We no longer have an economy built on home industries providing 
services and needs, no we have industrialized needs into greeds and we are in the business 
of selling luxuries, playthings, distractions, and ease.  Atheism pretends itself to be strong 
and independent to be the mature philosophy of truly strong men who have outgrown 
infantile thinking.  This is an illusion, all men who do not know God are like Hophni and 
Phinehas, they all serve something.  When we evangelise and the unbeliever 
condescendingly tries to imply mental and emotional weakness for needing God, we can 
remind them that we are all needy and we are all servants, the issue is not whether we 
serve but whether we are serving the true God or an idol.    

In terms of how leaders should approach money, Christians are not ruled by greed like the 
sons of Eli, nor are they ruled by other secular philosophies, for example, the pastor is like 
an executive in a business therefore he should get an executives salary.  Nonsense, rather 
we should emulate Paul, Phil. 4:10-13, ‘I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at length you 
have revived your concern for me. You were indeed concerned for me, but you had no 
opportunity. 11 Not that I am speaking of being in need, for I have learned in whatever 
situation I am to be content. 12 I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. 
In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, 
abundance and need. 13 I can do all things through him who strengthens me.’  Contentment
because the Lord is our portion and His strength enables us to endure both want and riches,
this is how leadership should approach money and greed.

In contrast to Hophni and Phinehas is Samuel, v18-21.  He was faithful were they were 
corrupt, and Samuel’s parent receives blessing where the parent of Hophni and Phinehas 
receives a prophecy of curse.  Also Samuel’s parent receives the blessing of multiplied 
offspring but Eli will lose children.  

Eli’s rebuke

Today is Father’s day, and we can now look at a father who is inadequate in order to draw 
some lessons.  In v22 we are told that Eli was very old.  Does this affect what we see?  It 
can.  It is often the case that as we get older we have one of two tendencies, and they are 
usually both happening at once.  On the one hand we are getting harder, and more set in 
our ways.  We take less rubbish from people as we get braver and stop caring about what 
other people think, we know what we like and are fussy over how our tea is made, what 
sort of bed we sleep on, the consistency of the gravy we like, etc.  on the other hand we 
can also get softer, grandparents are more lenient disciplinarians, sometimes due to learning
from mistakes, sometimes due to indulgence.  It may be that Eli is old and indulgent.  

Eli hears of his sons sins over and over again and decides to have a father to son chat, v23-
26, ‘And he said to them, "Why do you do such things? For I hear of your evil dealings from 
all the people. 24 No, my sons; it is no good report that I hear the people of the LORD 
spreading abroad. 25 If someone sins against a man, God will mediate for him, but if 
someone sins against the LORD, who can intercede for him?" But they would not listen to 
the voice of their father, for it was the will of the LORD to put them to death.’  Eli says 



everything that is right, but it is too little too late.  His words are correct, it is right they be 
rebuked, it is a correct analysis that they are doing evil dealings, it is a shame that the 
Lord’s people report this about their leaders and it is indeed a scary thing to sin against God.
But all in all these are words without action, disapproval without discipline.  When it comes 
to dealing with sin words and sentiment are not enough.  Think of the sin in your own heart.
You see it there, you call it out, you are able to dissect it into all its parts and map out 
exactly how God is dishonoured in it all, perhaps you are even able to weep over it and hate
it, but without actually mortifying sin, without waging war against it and repenting in a 
relentless attempt to uproot it, it is all worthless.  Eli should have taken action as a 
Highpriest but merely dealt in words.  This principle can be applied in disciplining our 
children and discipline in the church.  

Eli’s sons were affected by the second great sin that effects those in the ministry, if it is not 
money, it is sex, if not sex then power, or some combination of the above.  These are 
weaknesses not only of those in office but all mankind.  Here the sins of priests turn women
into prostitutes, but Jesus was the one who set the prostitute Mary Magdalene free.  In our 
sin we turn other people into objects for self-gratification, but Christ takes slaves and sets 
them free to be holy children of God.  This is the great evil we face in our world today, we 
disregard what God’s will is for our relationships and we objectify people, we dehumanise 
them by turning them into instruments for our pleasure.  This is part of the sin of 
pornography, prostitution, adultery and all other forms of sexual sin.  We take the image of 
God in someone else and instead of serving them and enabling them to reach their potential
as God’s image we lie to them, control them, use them, exploit them, this is the nature of 
sexual sin.  

Did you notice the part that speaks of God’s sovereignty over sin? ‘But they would not listen 
to the voice of their father, for it was the will of the LORD to put them to death.’  Even 
though they heard the truth, it had no effect for God did not make it effective.  Their sins 
were already too much and God sought to judge them.  By leaving them to their natural 
hardness they continued in unbelief and hardness and did not repent.  

Eli’s prophecy

The final part of our chapter deals with a prophecy being given to Eli about his house, v27-
36.  The prophecy begins by rehearsing God’s grace and goodness to the priest’s household 
in saving them and calling them into service, v27-28, ‘And there came a man of God to Eli 
and said to him, "Thus the LORD has said, 'Did I indeed reveal myself to the house of your 
father when they were in Egypt subject to the house of Pharaoh? 28 Did I choose him out of
all the tribes of Israel to be my priest, to go up to my altar, to burn incense, to wear an 
ephod before me? I gave to the house of your father all my offerings by fire from the people
of Israel.’  Notice that provision was made by God from the sacrifices.  In v29 we have the 
accusation, ‘Why then do you scorn my sacrifices and my offerings that I commanded, and 
honor your sons above me by fattening yourselves on the choicest parts of every offering of 
my people Israel?’  Eli is accused of honouring his sons above God by not punishing them 
and dealing with them for breaking God’s word. 
Then God gives the prophecy, v30-33, ‘Therefore the LORD, the God of Israel, declares: 'I 
promised that your house and the house of your father should go in and out before me 
forever,' but now the LORD declares: 'Far be it from me, for those who honor me I will 
honor, and those who despise me shall be lightly esteemed. 31 Behold, the days are coming 
when I will cut off your strength and the strength of your father's house, so that there will 
not be an old man in your house. 32 Then in distress you will look with envious eye on all 
the prosperity that shall be bestowed on Israel, and there shall not be an old man in your 



house forever. 33 The only one of you whom I shall not cut off from my altar shall be spared
to weep his eyes out to grieve his heart, and all the descendants of your house shall die by 
the sword of men.’  It might concern you to hear that God changed his mind about 
preserving the priesthood, it shouldn’t.  This is the end of Eli’s priesthood not Aaron’s.  Eli 
technically was not to be Highpriest as he was from Aaron’s 4th son not the 3rd son Eleazer.  
God would fulfil his word to Eli, and Abiathar would be the last heir who would be removed 
by Solomon for uniting with Adonijah to take over David’s throne.  The rest of Eli’s line 
would be slain by the sword of Doeg the Edomite under Saul because the priests provided 
David with bread when he was fleeing.  
V34 promises a sign, ‘And this that shall come upon your two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, 
shall be the sign to you: both of them shall die on the same day.’  This will be fulfilled in 
chapter 4.
But the highlight of this prophecy is v35, a promise, ‘And I will raise up for myself a faithful 
priest, who shall do according to what is in my heart and in my mind. And I will build him a 
sure house, and he shall go in and out before my anointed forever.’  It might look like 
Samuel is the one who will fufill this promise, but the nature of the promise which speaks of 
eternal actions before God can be speaking of no other but Christ.  This is the overarching 
lesson of the bible.  When darkness seems to be reigning God will raise up His deliverer.  
When sinful leadership is failing and bringing curses upon God’s people, God will raise up a 
champion, a king, a prophet, a priest to serve before Him and to deliver God’s people.  He 
will be the perfect servant and ruler of God’s people.  David falls short, Solomon falls short, 
Samuel falls short, Christ alone is the promised saviour who can fulfil all the promises of 
God.  So as we read this little story of a corrupt priesthood and a coming royal family, the 
centre of it all is Christ, the centrepiece of every story of the bible is Christ, every story is 
merely a subplot in the larger story of Christ who is provided by God to save us from our 
sins.

We are reminded of various important truths in this portion.  Firstly, that God is always 
active no matter how dark things appear.  The inside line of this book contrasts with the 
everyday perspective of the Israelite worshipper and should encourage us that God is 
working even though we may not see it.  From the greed and lust of Hophni and Phineas we
are familiarised with the sins that dominate our own hearts and society.  We see in their 
slavery another echo of our sins and deep need for Christ.  Eli is a father who has failed 
because although he has the right thoughts, words and sentiments he has not followed 
truth with action, disapproval with discipline.  This teaches us that we must act on the truth 
we know whether it is in parenting or dealing with personal sin.  Finally we are reminded of 
God’s central concern to bring in Christ as Saviour.  He is the dominating theme of scripture 
and can be found everywhere in it.  Every other man will fail you but Christ the God man 
who came to live a perfect life and offer His life as a perfect sacrifice is the only one fit to 
constantly serve God eternally on our behalf.                
         


