
Sermon 1: 1 Samuel 1:1-27: Hannah

OUTLINE

Hannah’s barrenness
Hannah’s prayer

INTRODUCTION

The present candidates for the American presidency highlight the universal problem of a lack
of godly leadership.  Americans are forced to choose between a slightly more conservative 
incompetent in Trump, and the slightly more competent secular humanist, Clinton.  There 
are no good choices.  This search for godly leadership is the crisis that 1 and 2 Samuel 
solves.  Or at least they point forward to the final solution.  These books are to be situated 
in the time of the judges.  The inconsequential way the book begins, ‘there was a certain 
man of Ramathaim-zophim,’ points to this book being a continuation of judges.  Samuel the 
Nazirite is introduced just as Samson the Nazirite is, Judges 13:2. The moral climate is one 
where every man is doing what is right in his own eyes.  The refrain of Judges, that there 
was no king in Israel should be echoing in our minds.  And the corrupt priesthood of Eli and 
his sons is a thorn in the side of Israel any attempt to worship the Lord in holiness.  Into this
situation is born the prophet-judge Samuel who is to clean house and lead under God.  
Samuel is a transitional person who will lead Israel from the time of judges to the time of 
the Kings.  The books of 1 and 2 Samuel cover this age and document another major shift, 
the shift from the house of the Lord being a tabernacle in Shiloh, and 2 Samuel ends with 
the buying of the temple sight for Solomon’s greater house.  

These books are not merely books of heroic stories for our inspiration but essential links in 
God’s eternal plan of salvation.  God had created a universe that had fallen under the curse 
of sin.  He had promised a deliverer born of woman, who would rescue God’s people from 
satan’s offspring.  God created a stage for this promise to be fulfilled by making a covenant 
with creation with Noah, by promising a stable world that would not be flooded.  God 
progressed this promise by calling Abraham and making promises of land, offspring and 
blessing to him.  God preserved Abraham’s offspring in Egypt, and brought them into a land 
to make a nation of them where He Himself would dwell among them.  So far they have 
been floundering under the time of the judges.  These books progress the storyline of 
redemption by recording the appointing of a royal bloodline that will result in the birth of the
promised Saviour, Jesus Christ, the Son of David.  The people of Israel would be looking to 
this king to deliver them from satan’s offspring, the gentile unbelievers; to help them keep 
the Garden of Israel clean that God might dwell amongst them; to lead and preserve pure 
worship in Israel, but we will see that the line of kings are from fallen Adam and cannot 
save.  The endless disappointments that result create a deep longing for a sinless King who 
will succeed where all others fail.  This person is Christ and no other.  

God’s grand operation for saving all of the universe is progressed through the mundane 
domestic problems of Elkanah’s household.  We are told he is an Ephraimite.  Based on the 
fact his heritage is mentioned we know he is a true Jew and likely middle class.  And he had
two wives.  This departure from Eden is taken as background information and not 
commented on.  One wife, Peninnah, which means fruitful had many children, and Hannah, 
which means favoured, was barren.  Hannah, Samuel’s mother is the focus of our first 
message.  We will look at her barrenness and prayer.

Hannah’s barrenness



Barrenness was an especially humiliating condition in the OT.  We have already stated that 
the promised Seed would be born of a woman, the barren woman had no hope that she 
might be the privileged one to be His mother.  Secondly, under the mosaic covenant 
barrenness was a curse for disobedience, and fruitfulness the blessing on obedience.  
Thirdly, your families inheritance in the land was secured by having sons.  Hannah’s 
predicament was particularly painful as her husband, Elkanah had a second wife.  She had 
several children and rubbed Hannah’s nose in it, perhaps as revenge for Elkanah’s 
favouritism.  The annual event of going to Jerusalem for worship was the time that Hannah’s
pain was most keen, and this is where the detail of the narrative takes us.  As the portions 
were handed out Peninnah used the opportunity to goad Hannah, and she did this every 
year, v6-7.  But we must note in v5-6 that twice we are told ‘the LORD closed her womb.’  
God was sovereign and purposeful in this situation.  We have to learn the lesson that the 
disciples had to learn with the man born blind in John 9.  They asked who had sinned 
thinking that his blindness must be the direct result of sin, Jesus teaches them that God 
sovereignly appointed that situation for His glory, John 9:1-3.  We must not be quick to 
judge a person’s difficulties as the result of their sins.  We can too quickly rush to 
judgement, this is the instinct of our inner Pharisee that needs to be shut down.  God alone 
knows what purposes He has for the difficulties He has sovereignly determined you should 
have.  We must cease trying to be prophets by guessing at the reasons why people are 
suffering in certain ways; we should cease to be defence lawyers who defend God at the 
cost of His sovereignty; and we should gladly accept things as they are stated in scripture, 
the Lord has done it, I cannot accuse God, I cannot remake Him to make Him not 
responsible.  Let us learn to accept that God is sovereign without making Him somehow 
guilty.  
I might add that we cannot view barrenness in any way a cruse for the Christian in the NT.  
We are no longer under the mosaic covenant, we are not Israel that God is using to portray 
His blessing through as a nation by agriculture and offspring.  Christians should submit to 
God’s sovereign purposes not fatalistically in doing nothing, one can use certain modern 
techniques as long as there are no embryos destroyed in the process.  They should seek to 
use their childlessness for the Lord.  Paul viewed widowhood as an opportunity to serve the 
Lord, childlessness is by God’s appointment and should be viewed the same way.  It is not 
the right for every Christian couple to have children though it may be the assumed norm.  
Christians can know that no matter what situation they are handed God loves them and is 
working through it for good.  This text does not promise us that God always gives babies to 
people who pray hard enough, no, but it does teach us that God is sovereign over any 
instance of barrenness for His purposes, which are always in the case of His children, for 
their good in Christ.  You may not have the affliction of barrenness but will you apply the 
truth of God’s sovereignty to it?    

But there is a great significance that we must not miss in Hannah’s barrenness.  God has a 
certain way of working where he uses the weak and the barren to bring His purposes to 
pass.  One of our weaknesses as sinners is we exalt the messenger, we see the process and 
think it a magic formula instead of recognising the God who employs it as a means.  So if a 
church experiences growth because they changed their worship style, the change in worship
not God will be credited as the reason and God will not be glorified.  If a man with a certain 
type of personality is used to save many people, we will credit that personality type and 
forget God.  God knows our shallow way of thinking, that we are addicted to appearances, 
and so He uses the weak and barren to accomplish His purposes so that no flesh would 
boast in His presence and His glory would be clearly displayed.  The history of salvation is a 
story of barren women and weak men.  Sarah who was to bear the child of promise to 
Abraham was barren and beyond menopause.  Rebekah, Rachel, Manoah’s wife, Elizabeth, 



and even bringing something out of nothing By Jesus being born of a virgin.  God loves to 
use weakness to put His power on display.  When we are weak He is strong, this was the 
lesson Paul learnt.  He longed to be unhamstrung, to have the thorn in his flesh removed, 
but God told him that it was deliberate, that God’s grace would sustain him in the difficult, 
and that God’s strength was made perfect in weakness.  Paul learnt to glory in his weakness
because he understood that this is the way in which God loves to work.   

Hannah’s prayer

This particular year Hannah was so grieved that she could not eat the worship meal and 
chose to pour her heart out before God in prayer.  The fact of her prayer is the first thing to 
remark on.  For how many who have a difficult lot raise their hand against God and say, 
‘What have you done?’  ‘Why are you doing this to me?’  They do not rush to take their 
cares to God and pour out their hearts before Him.  Hannah believed that God was 
sovereign but did not blame Him for her hurts.  Secondly we can remark on the realness of 
her prayer.  She was not sedate and putting on a religious demeanour for prayer, she knew 
God saw her heart and she came as she was before God.  There is a view today that says 
you can come before God and even swear at Him and accuse Him if that is how you really 
feel because authenticity is the big thing.  This is not what we see with Hannah, she is full 
of faith and submission.  Her faith is seen in the fact that she calls God Lord of hosts, that is
that God is the leader of all armies, this title points to His great power and authority.  And 
her submission is seen in the fact that she calls herself God’s servant.  She does not forget 
God in her pain, she does not forget herself in her pain, but in faith she brings it all to God.  

One of the great dangers of preaching the OT is to merely be moralistic and use the 
characters as good or bad examples.  This they are and legitimately so, as long as we do 
not reduce the teaching of the OT to mere moralism.  This means that the interpreter is put 
in a position of difficulty, is the character being sinful or not?  We don’t always know 
because the text does not give us that detail.  For example, we observe Hannah’s prayer in 
v11, and we see that she makes a vow that if God gives her a son that she will return him to
God as a Nazirite.  Was she sinfully bargaining with God?  We are not told.  But it appears 
that she was brought to a place where she would be willing to give her child to a life of 
serving God.  Every parent can take heed of this point.  Our children are not ours but God’s, 
we cannot selfishly bring them up to fulfil all our dreams but must bring them up to do 
God’s will.  For some this will mean not imposing your agenda, some families don’t have 
anyone with university degrees and so you will ensure that your child will be the first.  For 
others it will mean being more involved, intentional and deliberate.  We live in a very sinful 
world and cannot trust that what they get at church and school is enough to ensure that 
they go on with God; hands-on parenting that helps a child discern its way through the 
moral maze is needed.  
I find it instructive that her barrenness and her desperation bring her to the point of giving 
up what she desired most.  Perhaps there would have been the danger of her using her 
child as a revenge tool against Peninnah; perhaps she would replace her husband with her 
child as the centre of the home.  We don’t know, but in prayer and in her deepest agony she
offered worship to God in the form of giving what would have been hardest thing to give at 
that point.  For this Hannah is a great example of suffering faith.  I find her commitment 
most instructive.

The practice of vows was an OT norm for worship.  God commanded that vows be taken in 
His name, and vowing various offerings to the Lord was a regular part of OT worship which 
we no longer practice.  If the Lord prospered your fields or herds you would vow a particular
portion to the Lord because of His goodness, your self-control in not spending it between 



the vow and when you went to Jerusalem to offer it was an aspect of your worship as well 
as the sacrifice of the portion which represented your gratitude.   

She dedicates her son as a Nazirite.  Now in Baptist circles you will know that we do not 
baptise babies, but there are others who have a baby dedication service where the parents 
make promises to bring up their children in the ways of the Lord and commit their child to 
God.  If you have ever looked at some of the proof texts offered the vow of Hannah is 
sometimes given.  There is no scriptural warrant here to baby baptism or dedication.  Nor 
can you as a NT saint give your child to God as a Nazirite.  This is something that ceases 
with the OT ceremonial law which is now fulfilled in Christ.  But every parent should desire 
as she did, to want their children to walk with the Lord all their days and in His service.  We 
can certainly pray this sort of prayer.  
I do wander at her prayer, the fact that she offers him as a life long Nazirite, just like 
Samson may reveal that she was asking for a son who would become a saviour of the 
people like Samson.  I can’t say this for a fact but the fact that Elkanah says, ‘only may the 
Lord establish His word,’ in v23, and that her prayers speaks about deliverance 2:9-10 seem 
to point in that direction.   

In verses 12-18 we see Hannah interacting with Eli.  We know that he is a priest-judge in 
Israel, but he is a neglectful father who allows his sons to go off the rails and sully God’s 
worship. Firstly we see that Eli can’t tell the difference between drunkenness and heart felt 
prayer which is worrying. Ironically Eli is man enough to rebuke a woman for inappropriate 
behaviour in the tabernacle but not his own sons.  Compare this priest with our great 
highpriest Jesus Christ.  He knows all of our needs, He does not mistake our hearts being 
poured out for drunkenness.  Secondly, look at the curious exchange that changes Hannah’s 
disposition altogether in v17 which results in Hannah no longer being sad, v18.  ‘Then Eli 
answered, "Go in peace, and the God of Israel grant your petition that you have made to 
him." 18 And she said, "Let your servant find favor in your eyes." Then the woman went her
way and ate, and her face was no longer sad.’  Is Hannah a woman of simple faith who 
believes that God’s priest is the channel of God’s blessing and that her prayer will be 
answered?  It is hard to climb into her mind and know whether she is naïve or superstitious,
but no matter.  We can know that our prayers our heard, and that our Highpriest mediates 
on our behalf.  He has given us His name and promises that we will be heard.  Hannah is 
not a person who goes through the motions of praying as a cathartic process only to forget 
her requests because she doesn’t really believe that they will be answered.  She believes 
that God is a God who cares, and who hears prayer.  This is apparent in the name she gives 
to her son when he is born.  The name Samuel means, ‘His name is God’ a declaration of 
faith.  It also sounds like the Hebrew words ‘heard of God.’  In explaining the name she 
says, ‘For I have asked for him of the LORD.’ 

Hannah takes the time of about two years to wean her son and then takes him to the 
tabernacle to honour her vow.  We must not miss the importance of the last words of 
chapter 1, ‘And he worshipped there.’  This is our first view of Samuel’s actions.  He is just a 
tot but he is worshipping.  We can imagine how his mother would have told the story of his 
birth and her vow, and how he owed his existence to God.  She has taught him from the 
youngest years to worship God and we see that the foundation was solid and he will go on 
in the faith.

We can extract many lessons from this portion.  We can learn the lesson of God using the 
weak.  We can learn the lesson of submitting to God’s sovereign appointment of our pains. 
Of viewing our hurts as God’s opportunities for us to serve.  We are reminded of principles 
for godly parenting in praying for them and bringing them up in God’s ways.  In the deficient



priesthood of Eli we are mindful of the sufficient priesthood of Christ.  And in the answer to 
Hannah’s prayer we learn of the God who cares for us and does indeed hear prayer.  The full
significance of Hannah’s prayer being answered will be further explored in the next chapter 
next week.      


