
From Sorrow to Praise 

1 Samuel 1:1-2:11 

 

Introduction:- 

 

Today we begin a study in the Books of 1& 2 Samuel, which in the Hebrew Canon of Scripture, 

belong to a section called the Former Prophets, which extends from Joshua to 2 Kings. Why call 

these books "Former Prophets?" The short answer is that within these books, both history and 

narrative are interpreted by the prophetic word, especially in the books of Samuel and Kings. 

Further, in the Hebrew text (MT), the two books of Samuel and the two books of Kings were 

originally a unified work, and were meant to be read as one work (called "Kings"). This was later 

reflected in the third century BC, when the ancient Greek Old Testament (LXX) also viewed the 

books of Samuel and Kings as a single historical work, and divided it into four sections called 

"Books of the Kingdoms" or "Reigns" (e.g. 1, 2, 3, and 4 "Reigns"). Thus these books together, 

address the issue of the introduction of the monarchy, including its history from the time of Samuel, 

down to its division after Solomon, and right through to its final end in 586 BC. And as we begin to 

trace the first stage of this movement, the books of 1 & 2 Samuel may be divided up into the 

following six sections:-  (1) Samuels' rise and Eli's demise, including the journey's of the Ark (Part 

1) (1 Samuel 1-7); (2) Saul becomes King: Israel's first experiment with kingship (1 Samuel 8-15); 

(3) David's rise and Saul's demise (1 Samuel 16-31); (4) David becomes King: including the 

journeys of the Ark (Part 2) (2 Samuel 1-7); (5) David as King: His achievements and fall from 

grace (2 Samuel 8-20); (6) David and His reign: final reflections (2 Samuel 21-24). At the centre of 

these books is sections 3 and 4, culminating with the "everlasting" covenant made with David in 2 

Samuel 7. And framing the books of Samuel at both ends are the Prayer of Hannah (1 Samuel 2:1-

10), and the words of David (2 Samuel 21-24), which both speak of the Lord giving strength to His 

king, and exalting the horn of His anointed. Finally, as we come to our passage today, the Book of 

Judges ends in spiritual, moral, and social confusion. Its final words are: "In those days, there was 

no king in Israel; everyone did was right in their own eyes" (Judges 21:25), which  leads into 1 & 2 

Samuel, as we read about the establishment of the Israelite monarchy. But how will this transition 

be made, and how will this story be told?  Here we strike a real surprise! True to Hannah's song 

about the God of reversals, rather than kingship deriving from political and military sources, it is 

inescapably tied to the Lord's relationship with Israel. For in our passage today, which begins the 

process, God is involved in the lives of unlikely key individuals, such as Hannah, Eli, Samuel, and 

Saul. And the account opens with a humble, pious family, soon focusing on a hurting Hannah, who 

receives God's promise of a son. Is this not the way that Luke begins his gospel by first of all 

introducing Zechariah and Elizabeth, who is barren, with the promise of a son who will prepare the 

way for Jesus as King? Then soon after this, the angel Gabriel is sent to a virgin in Nazareth who is 

pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, who later receives a visit from Elizabeth, and as a 

result, sings a song known as the Magnificat, which resembles the themes and language of 

Hannah's song at 1 Samuel 2:1-10. Is this not also an unexpected introduction to the story of Jesus, 

patterned off the book of 1 Samuel? Let us now explore this a little further, in the passage before us, 

as we also encounter God's mysterious and surprising ways with us. 
 

1.  First, we learn that God's ways are surprising - He has a habit of beginning His work by 

using our personal problems (verses 1-8). 

 

The story of 1 & 2 Samuel begins in an inauspicious way, by showing us how the personal problems 

of one individual can be greatly used by God in the progress of his kingdom. The "barren" woman 

motif is common in Scripture, and goes back to Abraham and Sarah at Genesis 11:27-30, and is 

repeated in other Old Testament stories. One might therefore ask what significance does one 

relatively unknown woman have in the kingdom of God? Sometimes  one person has a great part to 

play in what God is doing. That person may not be very famous or very important. In fact, he or she 

may be in the middle of some very difficult problem. And when we consider the first eight verses of 



1 Samuel 1, you would think that Hannah had every reason to be quite happy. Her husband 

Elkanah (= God is possessing) may have come from a notable Levite family (1 Chronicles 6:16-26), 

and his great-great-grandfather Zuph had the district of Zuph named after him (1 Samuel 9:5). 

Elkanah himself appears to be gentle, considerate, giving Hannah a "double portion" of meat, and 

was a regular worshipper at Israel's centre of worship, Shiloh.  And as his two wives suggests, he 

was obviously a man of wealth. But the first wife whom Elkanah loved, Hannah (= charming, 

attractive), was unable to have children, and lived in a culture that set a high value upon the 

number of children a wife had. Thus a second wife was taken in the hope of producing children. But 

for Hannah, this meant failure and shame within her culture. And worse, the second wife Peninnah 

(= fertile or productive), as the child-bearer, with her many children, only aggravated Hannah's 

pain, continuing year after year to "provoke" her, in order to irritate her (verses 6-7). We call this 

rubbing salt into a festering wound! In fact, Peninnah is described as a "rival", a term seldom used 

in describing family relationships, and often translated as "enemy" or "adversary" in describing 

relationships between peoples or nations. It has therefore been suggested that the choice of 

language used here suggests that the relationship of Israel without a king, taunted by its 

neighbouring kingdoms, may be reflected in the family tension between Hannah and Peninnah. But 

of course, Hannah will finally bear a son who will place the issue of the request for a king like all 

the nations into its true perspective. Also, the themes of barrenness and the rivalry between wives is 

known from the earlier biblical stories of Sarah and Hagar (Genesis 16), and Rachel and Leah 

(Genesis 29:31-30:24), where these mothers and their sons also represent the relationships between 

tribes and peoples. Finally in verse 8, Elkanah, who loves Hannah, can only speak of her attitude to 

him, and therefore could not understand the true depth of her despair. It was not enough to merely 

say: "Don't I mean more to you that ten sons?" (i.e. with complete love). Her answer to this 

question was "no".  She still desires a son, in the same way that Israel still desires a king, in spite of 

God's love and care (Seen at 1 Samuel 8). Elkanah may mean well, but he places himself, and not 

the plight of Hannah, in the central focus. He significantly does not tell Hannah that "she" is worth 

more to "him" than ten sons. Can we also do this toward others today, especially toward those we 

have failed to fully appreciate and understand? In God's big plan, they may turn out to be more 

significant than we can possibly know or tell. 

 

2.  Secondly, we learn of a turning point when Hannah's troubles led her to the temple of God 

where she received an answer to her prayers (verses 9-20). 

 

In many ways, this section mirrors the story of the Psalmist in Psalm 73, where his journey to the 

Temple finally solved his life's problems. And now this section invites the question, where do our 

troubles and anxieties lead us to today? What do we do with them? Do they lead us to pray more, 

and worry less, or do they lead us to worry more, and pray less? But often our troubles can lead us 

to seek God in prayer, with more fervency, energy, determination, and persistency. And here in 

verses 9-20 we now come to the heart of the story. The narrative moves from what happened year 

after year, to the events of a particular year, when Hannah left the sacrificial meal and "presented 

herself before the Lord" in the Temple (v. 9). Hannah stood up to pray whilst Eli was sitting on his 

seat or "throne", with royal overtones here, which will come fully into play when the house of Eli is 
finally taken away (4:12-22). But in the meantime, in her deep anguish and despair, Hannah made 

a vow before the Lord Almighty, or Lord of Hosts/Armies. What is striking here, is that this term for 

God  is only used in three different blocks of material in 1/2 Samuel, each associated with a period 

of transition, whether that be cultic (1 Sam 1-4), political (1 Sam 15-17), or both (2 Sam 5-7; cf. 2 

Kings 2:12; 13:14 = when both Elijah and Elisha were about to transition and leave this earth, they 

proved to be the true representatives of the Lord of Hosts/Armies on earth as  "The chariots and 

horsemen of Israel"). Hannah asks that the Lord might "remember" her, and that the "God of 

Armies" might remember a distressed, childless woman like Hannah. Further, she vows to give 

back to God the gift she receives. She promises to dedicate her son as a "Nazirite" for life, for 

which Samson was the chief biblical example before this time. Perhaps Hannah knew about this 

story, because Samson's unnamed mother was also childless when God promised her a son, as well 



as lay down the conditions of his dedication as a life-long Nazirite (Judges 13:1-25; cf. 1 Sam 2:26; 

Luke 2:52). Perhaps Hannah thought that her Nazirite son could succeed where Samson had failed, 

as the last of Israel's Judges and Deliverers!  It was certainly worth a shot. At this point, Hannah 

had been praying silently while moving her lips, but Eli had mistook this for drunken behaviour, 

and rebuked her (vv. 12-14). There is a real irony here, as the one who promises the child as a 

Nazirite, who amongst other things would not drink wine, is here accused of drunken behaviour!! 

But Hannah was able to quickly correct this assessment, as a rather "deeply troubled" woman, 

perhaps meaning "firm or obstinate of spirit", who was pouring out her soul before God, and 

therefore neither drunk nor a "wicked or worthless woman", or literally a "daughter of Belial", 

later used of Eli's sons at 1 Samuel 2:12. What Hannah had requested out of her great anxiety, will 

have great effect upon the future of Israel. Eli then responds without ever learning the content of 

Hannah's vow. Perhaps he responds to the passion of her trust in God's grace. Can our lives be 

marked by "passion" in all that we do? It is the one thing that people will remember us by, when all 

else is gone. Then Eli simply announces a blessing on her request, and then sends her forth in peace 

(v. 17). Interestingly Eli's reply introduces the first two of seven uses of the verb "to ask" (Hebrew = 

sa'al) in this chapter. Instead of "the petition you have made", this expression might be rendered, 

"the asking you have asked."  This reminds us of James' definition of prayer at James 4:2b-3 = 

"You do not have, because you do not ask God..." Then James goes on to speak about the right 

motives in asking, before we can receive. Certainly Hannah would have fully qualified here. Some 

scholars argue that the verb for "asking" appears in the name of Samuel, and its connection to Saul. 

If that is the case, then perhaps the play on words here is intended to link the future of Samuel to 

that of Saul in particular, who Samuel will anoint as the first king of Israel. On the other hand, the 

suggestion has been made that the author of 1 Samuel may be telling us at the outset that because 

Saul's name means "asked", Samuel was a man sent by God in a way that Saul would not be. 

Finally, Hannah hopes to find "favour" in Eli's sight (Hebrew = Hen),  which relates to the Hebrew 

word Hannah (= charming or attractive). Finally, on returning to Ramah, the Lord "remembered" 

Hannah, and she gave birth to a son, and named him Samuel, saying "Because I asked the Lord for 

him." (v. 20). In fact, these words of Hannah  may give greater credence to the view that the name 

Samuel in Hebrew appears to come closer to the meaning of "heard by God", as a result of 

Hannah's "asking" before God. May we too be finally blessed through a God who "remembers" our 

prayers, and is pleased to both "hear" and "answer" them according to His riches in glory. 

 

3.  The  Dedication of Samuel at the Temple, and the View of  God's Kingdom ( 1 Samuel 

1:21-2:11) 

 

Hannah's delight is revealed when she finally appears at the Temple with offerings for the 

dedicatory service, probably including three bulls, an ephah of flour, and a skin of wine. An 

extravagant thanksgiving offering for a remarkable answer to prayer, and what this will mean for 

the future of Israel. Hannah concludes with the words, "for as long as he lives, he is given to the 

Lord." The form of the final verb "given" is identical to the name of Saul (Hebrew =sa'ul). If you 

like, "I have Sauled him to the Lord." As one scholar puts it, "It is not Samuel who has invaded a 

birth story of Saul. Rather, it is Saul who has invaded Samuel's story, linking their futures and 
destinies together in God's purposes for Israel (Bruce Birch, 1/2 Samuel 1998, p. 977). Finally, 

Hannah responds with an inspired prayer at 1 Samuel 2:1-10, which speaks of the God who is able 

to reverse all situations in life, as God is the Rock and unique Creator of all things, reflecting 

Deuteronomy 32. He especially makes the strong weak, and the weak strong, as he did for Hannah, 

and will do for Saul and David. Finally, the proud and arrogant will be broken, and God will give 

strength to his future king, by lifting up the horn of his anointed (v.10). 

 

Conclusion:- 

 

Hannah has experienced the failure of others to understand and help, especially when she was weak 

and vulnerable. And Hannah's story is that we do not need to know words, only the passion with 



which they are prayed before God. And this is surely an encouragement for us all today, as we 

bring our lives and needs before God. And as Hannah finally prays, she is able to say, "There is no 

one like our God", who is able to reverse the inequalities and difficulties of life, and because He is 

Creator, He can be relied upon to put all things right.  If we may see this as a story of God's grace 

for Hannah and for Israel, it can also be the story of God's grace for us as well.  As David Firth 

(1/2 Samuel 2009, p. 62) finally puts it, "Instead of the pursuit of power, Hannah's story and song 

suggests a different way forward for God's people, where hope is found in submission to the reign 

of God, trusting in Him as the one who is able to bring about reversals for which the poor and 

vulnerable cry."  May we too be blessed with these thoughts today.   Amen.  

 

 

  

 


