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Chapter 10: Standing Tall, Falling Hard

Timeless Truth: Obedience Matters

Teacher’s Background Notes

Old Testament historical narrative material can be challenging to teach from because it seems far removed from the contemporary believer. But when Paul was referring to our Old Testament when he wrote to Timothy that “all Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, rebuke, correction and training in righteousness so that the man of God may be sufficiently prepared for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16). Therefore, let us pursue the lessons from chapter ten by keeping both God’s big story and the lower story in view. 

It is critical to understand the Mosaic covenant blessings and cursing of Deuteronomy 28 as a basis for understanding the actions of God and the actions and attitudes of the various characters in this chapter. When this chapter opens, Israel is still in the period of the judges. Samuel and Samson were contemporaries. The author of Judges deliberately noted four times that in those days “there was no king in Israel” (Judges 17:6, 18:1, 19:1, 21:25). Tradition holds that Samuel wrote Judges, so it should not surprise anyone that 1 Samuel helps us see the transition from theocratic judgeships to monarchical rule. 
Though the pattern of the judges was cyclical, they were increasingly corrupt. By the time of Samson, it became obvious that another judge was really not the answer for Israel’s sad state. The two epilogues of Judges 17-22 revealed the pathetic state of even the Levites, the spiritual leaders of Israel. By contrast, the book of Ruth gave us a ray of hope that a faithful remnant could still be found amid the darkness of Israel’s corruption. In 1 Samuel, that glimmer begins to shine a bit brighter as Israel emerges from her covenant disobedience toward faithfulness under the kingship of David. This chapter in The Story and the corresponding chapters of 1 Samuel communicate to us the ongoing conflict between those who are faithful and those who are unfaithful. 
Historical narrative Bible books are written for more than just historical purposes. There is always a theological purpose that drives the writer to include certain details about characters and events. No detail is without purpose; therefore every detail serves to point us toward the overall message of the book. Two main messages emerge from this portion of Scripture: how one responds to God’s grace determines his or her destiny; and, correspondingly, His anointed King would rule on His behalf as “a man after God’s own heart.” 
Hannah’s song (1 Samuel 2:1-10) serves as far more than beautiful poetry; it’s also prophecy. It captures all the themes and truths that will unfold throughout the whole book. The humble who depend upon God’s mercy are exalted while the arrogant are brought low (and die). The barren and empty are made fertile and full. Fertility was an important covenantal blessing. We see a reversal of fortune, so to speak, as the proud and disobedient descend to personal and national destruction and death. She concludes that “those who contend with the Lord will be shattered” and “He will exalt the horn of His anointed” (1 Samuel 2:10). As the author chose which stories to include in Israel’s history, we see each conflict end with the Lord shattering those who contend with Him and exalting those who are faithful. It also reminded Israel that the Mosaic covenant was still in effect regardless of whether they were led by a judge or a king. Their ultimate leader was (and is) still YHWH. 
Pay special attention to these motifs as you explore the characters and events of this chapter. Notice who is faithful and obedient and who is unfaithful and disobedient. Also notice the role that a family’s faith plays in the spiritual development of their children. 
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The Powerful & Disobedient
	Peninnah (full( empty)
	Eli the high priest( God was silent
	Eli’s sons taken by God (evil priests( judged & died)
	Eli’s blindness( failure to correct his abusive, evil sons
	Saul (big man started well( disobedience led to destruction)

	The Humble & Faithful
	Hannah (barren(full)
	Samuel( God spoke through a young boy 
	Innocent Samuel given to God (humble( exalted)
	Hannah’s foresight ( yearly priestly garments for Samuel
	Samuel (humble beginnings( finished faithfully and strong)


As the story builds toward Saul, the Israelites want a king like all the other nations who will go and fight their battles for them. God gives them what they ask for even though it is not in their best interest. Notice Saul is a head taller than everyone else. Keep this in mind next week when nobody will fight the giant Goliath! God’s lesson for Israel is clear—the wrong monarch is much worse than no monarch. Martin Luther famously said, “I’d rather be governed by a wise Turk than a stupid Christian.”

So how do we find application for us since we are no longer under the Law? First, we help our students understand that the covenant relationship steers the story, guides the actions of God and the judges the actions of the people. Next, we keep in mind God’s grand story of redemption. We see that there is always a faithful remnant who recognize their dependence upon God and therefore respond by faith to His grace. We also see the ever-present sin nature constantly drawing people away from the One True God. We see that no “earthly” leader—not even God’s chosen and anointed—is righteous enough to keep this chosen nation holy. A “heavenly-earthly” God-man will be required. But God is longsuffering and patient and He continues to draw Israel back toward Himself by showing them that people who trust and obey God succeed while people who disregard Him fail. The timeless truth remains: our response to God’s grace will determine our destiny.

Certainly a teacher may opt to teach a lesson based on any of the three main characters: Hannah, Samuel, or Saul (see below for Hannah: A Portrait of Piety). However, the following lesson explores the chapter thematically, finding evidence in various characters and stories that “our response to grace determines our destiny.”

Lesson Plan 1: Our Response to Grace Determines Our Destiny

Have you ever used a prism? Perhaps back in your high school science class? Sir Isaac Newton was the first to discover that a prism could be used to separate light into its component parts. The prism is the key to understanding the rainbow of colored light—the individual parts—that emerge from the other side. By breaking down the whole into component parts, we can better understand those parts. By better understanding the parts, we come full circle to understand more fully the whole with which we began. So it is with today’s lesson on chapter ten. 
I. The Prism of the Law: Deuteronomy 28. 
God’s chosen people were given the Law at Mount Sinai, commonly known as the Ten Commandments, after coming out of Egypt. Forty years later, Moses stood on the East side of the Jordan River and summarized all the things he had been teaching them in the wilderness. They were about to enter into the Promised Land without their godly leader. This generation needed to understand God’s expectations of them as His holy people. Ownership of Canaan had been promised to Abraham unconditionally, but occupancy in the Land would require obedience to the covenant. Israel’s many ups and downs during their conquest of the land under Joshua and the Canaanization of their community during the period of the judges all hinged upon the blessings and cursings that Moses warned of in Deuteronomy 28. Our Story this week opens at the end of the period of the judges. In spite of the dreadful disobedience of Israel as a whole, a few sparks of faith shine through. The prism of Deuteronomy 28 helps us to see them more clearly. 
A. Blessings—God promised Israel many blessings for obedience. These blessings are earthly blessings that affirm Israel that she is living in spiritually faithful obedience to the Lord. These earthly blessings are promised to them (not the church) and are directly connected to the Promised Land. 
1. Blessed in the fertility of your body, ground, livestock (Deuteronomy 28:4-5, 11)

2. Blessed in your battles against your enemies (28:7)

3. Blessed in your harvest and prosperity in your work (28:8, 12)

4. Blessed with rain (28:12)

B. Cursings—God promised Israel many consequences for disobedience. These curses are earthly curses that alert Israel that she is failing spiritually, straying from the Lord and should turn back toward a covenant relationship with Him.

1. Cursed in the fertility of your body, ground and livestock (Deuteronomy 28:17-18)

2. Cursed in your battles with your enemies, defeat (28:25)

3. Cursed with madness and blindness and confusion (28:28)

4. Cursed with loss instead of prosperity (28:30-33, 38)

5. Cursed with drought (28:24)

II. Conflict #1: Hannah and Peninnah 
You would think that by now some of the Israelites could look back at their forefathers and figure out that bigamy is not a good idea. Evidently, Elkanah didn’t. Perhaps Hannah’s barrenness led Elkanah to take Peninnah as a wife, but we don’t know which of the two came first. What we do know is that Peninnah’s actions reveal what is in her heart, as did Hannah’s.
A.  Faithless, disobedient Peninnah 
1. She arrogantly provoked and irritated Hannah because of Hannah’s empty womb. It is possible that, based on Deuteronomy 28:4-5, Peninnah accused Hannah of sin that resulted in her barrenness. 
2. Peninnah had a full house, but an empty heart. Elkanah loved Hannah more than her, and he made that known.

3. None of Peninnah’s children were notable.

4. God graciously blessed her with many children. Instead of responding to God with love toward others, she acted hatefully. The Lord humbled her by exalting Hannah and Hannah’s son.
B. Faithful, obedient Hannah
1. Innocent Hannah never retaliated against her rival, though she anguished about her condition and her situation.

2. Hannah poured her heart out in prayer to the Lord, trusting in His mercy alone.

3. Hannah vowed she would give her son to serve the Lord if only He would give her a son.

4. God answered her prayer and gave her five more children after Samuel.

5. Hannah is exalted as the mother of Samuel, rich in children, rich in faith. She praised God for delivering her from her enemy Peninnah. 
6. God graciously answered Hannah’s humble prayer. Hannah responded to God with faith and obedience, making good on her vow, and praising Him for His mercy. She enjoyed the blessings of fertility.
III. Conflict #2: Eli’s line and Samuel 
Eli was the high priest of Israel, which meant that he should have been serving as God’s spokesman to the nation. He should have been the man who turned Israel away from apostasy (remember, we’re in the dark ages of the judges), and back to the Lord. Eli’s physical blindness was indicative of his spiritual blindness. He would fall from a place of honor to disgrace, while innocent Samuel would rise from humble beginnings to a place of honor.
A. Faithless Eli and his sons
1. We learn that Eli was going blind. Blindness indicates covenant disobedience for Israel. This is not a physical ailment alone. It is a barometer of the condition of Israel who was blind to their own depravity and it was a symptom of Eli’s blindness to his own sons’ terrible abuses.
2. The word of God was rare in those days. This was another indication that Eli and his priestly-but-evil sons were not in the place of obedience. 
3. Eli’s arrogant line was judged by God because of the sin that Eli knew about but failed to restrain. The sons were abusing their priestly role by taking the best sacrifices for themselves, and fornicating with women in the tabernacle (1 Samuel 2:17, 22)! These two sons were, as the author of Judges wrote, “doing what was right in his own eyes.” 
4. Eli’s sons wrongfully thought that the Ark would bring them victory against the Philistines. Rather than look to and inquire of God, they misused the Ark as more of a good-luck charm than the holy presence of God. Consequently, they were killed in the battle and Israel lost the Ark to the Philistines. Their attitude toward the Ark was really their attitude toward God. They failed to honor God as holy.
5. God graciously allowed Eli and his sons to serve as priests. But they failed to respond by faith and obedience to the covenant. Instead, they arrogantly sinned or dismissed the sins of the people. God made low the high priest and his sons. They died.
B. Faithful Samuel
1. Samuel was a child conceived by grace through the faithful prayer of his mother.
2. Hannah made good on her vow to give little Samuel to serve the Lord all the days of his life. She honored the priestly role he would someday have by making him a little ephod (priestly garment) every year.
3. The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up in the presence of the Lord, and He did not let any of Samuel’s words fail. He revealed Himself through His word to Samuel while His word was rare to Eli.
4. Samuel worked to turn the people back to the Lord, and he defeated the Philistines. This was another sign of his covenant obedience. 
5. God graciously revealed Himself to little Samuel. He responded by faith and obedience. God exalted him to the spiritual leader of Israel. 
IV. The Prism of the New Testament Believer. 
We can see from these two conflicts, as well as other conflicts throughout this historical period, that we could predict the destiny of a character or the nation based upon their response to God’s grace. But we are not under the covenant of the Law. Does God still exalt the humble and bring low the arrogant? 
A. Matthew 18:4 “Whoever humbles himself as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”

B. Matthew 23:12 “Whoever exalts himself shall be humbled; and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted.”

C. Philippians 2:3 “Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself.”

D. James 4:10 “Humble yourself in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you.”

E. 1 Peter 5:5-6 “…clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, for God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time.”

F. The promises and exhortations to the New Covenant believer are not earthly like those to Israel. They are spiritual. Ephesians 1 tells the Church that in Christ we are
1. Blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places (1:3)

2. Chosen before the foundation of the world (1:4)

3. Predestined to adoption as sons (1:5)

4. Redeemed and forgiven (1:7)

5. Rich in grace (1:7)

6. Promised an inheritance that the Holy Spirit is the down payment for our inheritance (1:13-14)
V. Applications and Implications

A. People who trust and obey God succeed but people who disregard God fail. I will learn to define success and failure through the prism of God’s view. 
B. I should respond to grace with faith and obedience.

C. God answered Hannah’s humble prayer. I can pour out my anguish to God knowing that He can answer my deepest needs.

D. My actions toward other people reveal my attitude toward God.

E. God is opposed to the proud who disregard Him. I will humbly seek to obey Him by faith.

F. The place of blessing is smack dab in the will of God.

G. God can, has, and will use young people to serve Him. I should not disregard or dismiss the faith and service of a child.

H. A parent’s faith does not guarantee the outcome of a child. But it is an influence. Therefore, I will seek to encourage and grow the faith of my children.

I. I treasure the spiritual blessings that are guaranteed to me because I have the promise of the Holy Spirit.

Learning Activity: Faith Family Tree (or Web)

Materials needed:

· flip-chart paper or sketch paper

· markers

In this lesson, we saw the faithful influence of Hannah upon Samuel. Samuel then influenced the faith of many in Israel. Some of us are blessed with a long history of faith while others are the first in the family to have faith. All of us have a faith family tree, even if it is not by blood. People have influenced our faith walk. Some of us have influenced the faith of our children or others too. Give participants the opportunity to sketch their faith family tree. Some people might envision their faith relationships as more of a web than tree. That is fine also. The goal for this activity is to bring to light the many humble people of faith whom God has used in our lives. In turn, we have an opportunity to see those whose lives God has influenced through our faith. Allow your class members to share their faith family trees but be sensitive to those who might be uncomfortable doing so. 
Lesson Plan 2: Hannah: A Portrait of Piety

In Point Man, Steve Farrar tells the story of George McCluskey. When McCluskey married and started a family, he decided to invest one hour a day in prayer, because he wanted his kids to follow Christ. After a time, he expanded his prayers to include his grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Every day between 11 a.m. and noon, he prayed for the next three generations. 
As the years went by, his two daughters committed their lives to Christ and married men who went into full-time ministry. The two couples produced four girls and one boy. Each of the girls married a minister, and the boy became a pastor. The first two children born to this generation were both boys. Upon graduation from high school, the two cousins chose the same college and became roommates. During their sophomore year, one boy decided to go into the ministry. The other didn’t. He undoubtedly felt some pressure to continue the family legacy, but he chose instead to pursue his interest in psychology. 
He earned his doctorate and eventually wrote books for parents that became bestsellers. He started a radio program head on more than a thousand stations each day. The man’s name—James Dobson. Through his prayers, George McCluskey affected far more than one family.

So, too, did the prayers of Hannah. 
I. Hannah: A Woman of Pain

A. Her culture: Hannah’s story, like Ruth’s, must be appreciated in its historical context. She lived at the end of the period of the judges. This period was marked by the phrase “and everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” Certainly that was true about the judgeship of Eli. Eli was serving as a judge of Israel but, like some of the judges who had gone before him, he could not keep his countrymen faithful to the Lord. He couldn’t even keep his priestly sons from fornication right under his nose and in the tabernacle. Violence, foreign oppression, and idolatry were the norm. 
B. Her marriage: Hannah’s husband Elkanah was from the priestly line of Levites. Faithful to the Law, he went to worship before the Lord at the tabernacle in Shiloh every year. In spite of his priestly station, it is Hannah who emerges as the pillar of faith. But his bigamy indicates the assimilation into the cultural norms that even the Levites embraced. Hannah enjoyed the affection of her devoted husband, though his sensitivity to her heartache is surely questionable. He tried to compensate for her empty womb with a double portion upon her plate when they worshiped before the Lord. But Hannah was almost paralyzed by her deep anguish and he was helpless to solve her problem. Though bigamy was never sanctioned by God, it was a common practice even among God’s chosen nation. However, there are no Biblical examples of positive outcomes of the practice. On the contrary, multiple wives always led to painful outcomes. 

C. Her barrenness: Many women—many couples—know the pain of an empty womb. But in ancient Israel, a man’s posterity was dependent upon a son to perpetuate his name. (We saw an example in Ruth’s son Obed a few weeks ago.) A wife’s barrenness was regarded as a curse from God while having children was a sign of God’s blessing for obedience (Deuteronomy 7:13-14). In Hannah’s case, we know that God sovereignly chose to close her womb, perhaps for His own glory to shine through similarly to the man born blind in John 9. Hannah’s barrenness probably led Elkanah to take another wife through whom he could produce an heir. 
D. Her rival: In all likelihood, Peninnah’s heartless provocation centered on the perception of a cursed womb. She may have accused Hannah of sin for which her barrenness was just punishment. Peninnnah was all too aware of Elkanah’s love for Hannah, and her heart was filled with jealousy rather than compassion for another woman’s pain. 
II. Hannah: A Woman of Prayer

A. Her restraint: There is no indication that Hannah, whose name means “grace,” returned Peninnah’s mean spiritedness. Instead, she turned to the very One who had closed her womb. Hannah seemed to have God’s big picture, the Upper Story, in view as she threw herself on His mercy instead of retaliating against her rival. 
B. Her prayer: Hannah held nothing back in her petition to the Lord. She “spilled her guts” as we say. She wept bitterly and was in deep anguish. Prayer in the ancient world was usually audible. So Eli misunderstood her silent prayer to be intoxication.

C. Her promise: It is remarkable that this woman offered her son to God’s service for a lifetime before he was ever conceived. Remember the spiritual condition of Israel? Hannah wanted to honor God even more than she wanted relief from her pain. She realized that a godly Nazirite son could actually make a positive contribution to her godless community. 
D. Her praise: Little Samuel was probably about three years old when Hannah and Elkanah took him back to the place of Hannah’s prayer—the tent in Shiloh. There his parents gave him to Eli to serve the Lord just as Hannah had vowed she would do. Her empty arms had been filled and now her hand was held open before God. Instead of feeling sorry for herself, she rejoiced in her costly giving to the Lord. Her praise song is found in 1 Samuel 2:1-10. 
1. She praised Him for His deliverance

2. God always exalts the humble but brings down the proud

3. She looked to the coming of an anointed king (1 Samuel 2:10), first fulfilled by David and then later by Messiah Jesus. 
III. Hannah: A Woman of Perseverance

In addition to all the ways Hannah had persevered before Samuel’s service, she persevered through Samuel’s service. This woman of great faith made little priestly garments for Samuel and brought them to him year after year. Unlike the priestly-but-godless sons of Eli, her son would experience his mother’s ongoing godly influence.

A. She showed her respect for Sammy’s priestly office by dressing him in priestly garments.

B. Hannah’s consistent support and encouragement communicated to her son that she wanted him to grow up valuing the things of the Lord.

C. Samuel continued to grow and develop into a godly young man.

D. Hannah enjoyed further blessing when God gave her five more children. She went from barren and empty to fertile and full. 
E. Clearly Hannah’s faith was the driving influence upon Israel’s next leader who would help Israel as a godly prophet, priest and judge. 
IV. Applications and Implications

A. God is aware of my pain. It is no surprise to Him. He might even have put me into a painful situation so that He might later be glorified.

B. Restraint is better than retaliation.

C. Compassion is the appropriate response to another person’s pain.

D. Marriage any time and any place between Eden and heaven is hard.

E. When I find myself in a difficult situation, I should commit my heart’s desire to God in prayer. 
F. In prayer I should seek God’s plan over my own; the purpose of my prayer is to enable me to accomplish God’s will for my life rather than to get Him to do my will.

G. Pouring out one’s soul before the Lord frequently results in relief from anxiety, even when we don’t know how God will answer.

H. God is sovereign over the womb.

I. A parent has a great deal of influence upon the spiritual formation of children. It requires perseverance.

J. Good parenting and faith do not guarantee children of faith.

K. God uses young people to serve Him.

L. Hannah was an ordinary woman with an extraordinary faith. Most pious people live very unspectacular lives. Be pious anyway—God notices.

M. Everything depends upon the Lord.

Something in all of us wants to know our lives matter—that the world will be better because we were here. Most of us are obscure people like George McCluskey or Hannah. We are each the product of someone else’s prayer or time investment. Like them, only God knows how our prayers may impact generations to come.



