Mother’s Day 2022

“A Mother of Her Word”

1 Samuel 1-2

Every year, on the second Sunday in May, Mother’s Day is celebrated. More flowers, plants, and other gifts are purchased for this day than perhaps any other. Though it should not be reserved for only one day, we use this holiday to express our appreciation and love to our mothers. This is extremely appropriate—after all, where would we be without mothers? 

Giving birth is often referred to as “the miracle of life.” For several women in the Bible, though, motherhood was even more miraculous than normal. While childbirth is very natural, it is not automatic for all women. In the ancient world, where bearing children was the height of honor for a woman, barrenness was tantamount to a curse. In several instances, God had to supernaturally intervene in order for a woman to bear a child: in the New Testament, Elizabeth the mother of John the Baptist; and in the Old Testament, Sarah, Rachel, Samson’s mother, and Samuel’s mother, Hannah.

Certainly each of these situations stands as a witness to the power of God. But the story of Samuel’s birth is also a testimony to the faith of his mother, Hannah. Throughout the first two chapters of First Samuel, it is the faith and faithfulness of Hannah that shines forth as an example for all mothers—indeed, all people. Out of the materialism and ruthlessness of Israel during the period of the judges, Hannah emerged as a woman of faith.
 She was indeed a mother of her word.

Hannah was Faithful in Prayer

We are introduced to Hannah and her family in 1 Samuel 1:1-8,

There was a certain man from Ramathaim, a Zuphite from the hill country of Ephraim, whose name was Elkanah son of Jeroham, the son of Elihu, the son of Tohu, the son of Zuph, an Ephraimite. He had two wives; one was called Hannah and the other Peninnah. Peninnah had children, but Hannah had none. Year after year this man went up from his town to worship and sacrifice to the Lord Almighty at Shiloh, where Hophni and Phinehas, the two sons of Eli, were priests of the Lord. Whenever the day came for Elkanah to sacrifice, he would give portions of the meat to his wife Peninnah and to all her sons and daughters. But to Hannah he gave a double portion because he loved her, and the Lord had closed her womb. And because the Lord had closed her womb, her rival kept provoking her in order to irritate her. This went on year after year. Whenever Hannah went up to the house of the Lord, her rival provoked her till she wept and would not eat. Elkanah her husband would say to her, “Hannah, why are you weeping? Why don’t you eat? Why are you downhearted? Don’t I mean more to you than ten sons?”
On the one hand, Hannah is happily married to her husband, Elkanah. Although Elkanah is here called an Ephraimite, he was probably a Levite whose family belonged to the Kohathite clans that had been allotted towns in Ephraim.
 Every indication of the text leads us to believe that Elkanah was a godly man who loved Hannah very much. Yes, he also had another wife, Peninnah, probably because Hannah could not bear children. But clearly Hannah was her husband’s favorite.

Yet this issue of childlessness was a thorn for Hannah. In her day, the stigma of childlessness was one of the worst afflictions a Hebrew woman could bear, and Peninnah goaded Hannah with that fact on a regular basis. Perhaps it was because she was jealous of Hannah’s happy and harmonious relationship with Elkanah. Whatever the reason, the constant provocation took its toll on Hannah.
 (You thought sibling rivalry was bad, how about spousal rivalry?) Despite Elkanah’s best efforts, Hannah could not be consoled.

What did she do? “Hannah” means “a woman of grace,” and she manifested grace in the way she dealt with her barrenness and with Peninnah’s cruel words. In everything she said and did, Hannah sought to glorify the Lord.
 We read in 1 Samuel 1:9-18,

Once when they had finished eating and drinking in Shiloh, Hannah stood up. Now Eli the priest was sitting on a chair by the doorpost of the Lord’s temple. In bitterness of soul Hannah wept much and prayed to the Lord. And she made a vow, saying, “O Lord Almighty, if you will only look upon your servant’s misery and remember me, and not forget your servant but give her a son, then I will give him to the Lord for all the days of his life, and no razor will ever be used on his head.” 

As she kept on praying to the Lord, Eli observed her mouth. Hannah was praying in her heart, and her lips were moving but her voice was not heard. Eli thought she was drunk and said to her, “How long will you keep on getting drunk? Get rid of your wine.” 

“Not so, my lord,” Hannah replied, “I am a woman who is deeply troubled. I have not been drinking wine or beer; I was pouring out my soul to the Lord. Do not take your servant for a wicked woman; I have been praying here out of my great anguish and grief.” 

Eli answered, “Go in peace, and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of him.” 

She said, “May your servant find favor in your eyes.” Then she went her way and ate something, and her face was no longer downcast.

On the one hand, this scene is comically tragic. Here is a woman coming to the house of God to pray, and none other than the high priest accuses her of being drunk! Far from pouring herself too many drinks, she had been “pouring out [her] soul to the Lord,” a vivid phrase for praying earnestly.
 

What makes this passage even more ironic is that fact that Eli might consider Hannah “a daughter of Belial” (a word that originally meant “worthless” but later became a designation for the Devil), yet he does not recognize, or at least does nothing about the fact that his own sons are called “sons of Belial” in 1 Samuel 2:12! To Eli’s credit, though, he accepts Hannah’s explanation and offers her a blessing.

Notice her prayer in these verses. What an example Hannah is in her praying! Her prayer was born out of sorrow and suffering, but despite her feelings, she laid bare her soul before the Lord.
 Verse 10 can be translated, “She was deeply distressed and prayed to the Lord and wept bitterly.” “Deeply distressed” (literally, “bitter of soul”) implies Hannah’s “disappointment, dissatisfaction, discontent with her circumstances. She was a deeply unhappy woman. But out of her misery and through her tears, Hannah “prayed to the Lord.”

Hannah’s prayer reveals her conscious, intimate relationship with God.
 That she would approach the house of God and pray on her own was rather remarkable for that time. While it is common today, silent prayer was not the norm of that era, leading Eli to his false assessment of her situation.

Verse 11 records a vow Hannah made to the Lord. If He would let her bear a son, she would give him back to the Lord to serve the Lord all his life.
 As a Levite, this might be expected, but Levites were only required to serve from age 25 to 50, according to Numbers 8:23-26; this child would serve God all his life.
 She also vowed that his hair would not be cut for the same period. Long hair was a symbol of dedication to the service of the Lord and was one of the characteristics of the Nazirite vow (see Numbers 6:1-21). The vow was normally taken for a limited time rather than for life. Though she did not use the word “Nazirite,” Hannah clearly was dedicating the entire life of her anticipated son to be lived in service to the Lord.

It would be a misunderstanding to think that Hannah was here bargaining with God—making a promise that she hoped would induce God’s favor (“if you do this for me, I’ll do that for you”).
 If her prayer was that kind of bargain, then she didn’t benefit much from it, because she didn’t keep her son but gave him back to God.

We see that Hannah had faith that her prayer would be heard. Verse 18 records that after her prayer, “Then she went her way and ate something, and her face was no longer downcast.” Once she put it into God’s hands, she was confident that He would answer. Faith in God leads us in our troubles to pray to the God who is sovereign over all things. (By the way, this is the first place in Scripture that uses the name, “Lord Almighty” or “Lord of hosts,” showing God’s sovereignty.) That is what Hannah did.

Hannah was Faithful to Her Promise 

Second, Hannah was faithful to her promise. We read what happened next in 1 Samuel 1:19-20,

Early the next morning they arose and worshiped before the Lord and then went back to their home at Ramah. Elkanah lay with Hannah his wife, and the Lord remembered her. So in the course of time Hannah conceived and gave birth to a son. She named him Samuel, saying, “Because I asked the Lord for him.” 

Certainly Hannah shared her prayer and her vow with her husband, Elkanah. According to Numbers 30:6, 15, Elkanah would have ratified the vow she made, thus joining with her in its fulfillment.
 In time Hannah was able to conceive and she gave birth to a son. Hannah named her son “Samuel,” meaning, literally, “heard by God.” What a perfect name for this child! Through God’s gift to her of that precious son, Hannah testified that God hears and answers prayer.

But what would Hannah do once her prayer was answered? Verses 21-28 tell us,

When the man Elkanah went up with all his family to offer the annual sacrifice to the Lord and to fulfill his vow, Hannah did not go. She said to her husband, “After the boy is weaned, I will take him and present him before the Lord, and he will live there always.” 

“Do what seems best to you,” Elkanah her husband told her. “Stay here until you have weaned him; only may the Lord make good his word.” So the woman stayed at home and nursed her son until she had weaned him. After he was weaned, she took the boy with her, young as he was, along with a three-year-old bull, an ephah of flour and a skin of wine, and brought him to the house of the Lord at Shiloh. When they had slaughtered the bull, they brought the boy to Eli, and she said to him, “As surely as you live, my lord, I am the woman who stood here beside you praying to the Lord. I prayed for this child, and the Lord has granted me what I asked of him. So now I give him to the Lord. For his whole life he will be given over to the Lord.” And he worshiped the Lord there.
At first we might think Hannah was backing out on her vow by not accompanying her family to worship the Lord. But the end of verse 22 shows that she intended to fulfill that vow once Samuel was weaned. The normal time for weaning a child among the Israelite mothers of this period was about three years of age.
 The training Hannah and Elkanah gave Samuel equipped him with an understanding of the world and his place in it. He felt loved, worthwhile and competent. He was also given responsibility. These things contributed to his well-rounded development.

Verses 24-28 record the fulfillment of the vow. Hannah reminded Eli of her prayer and that Samuel was God’s answer to that prayer. Now he represented the fulfillment of her vow to the Lord. We read in 2:11, “Then Elkanah went home to Ramah, but the boy ministered before the Lord under Eli the priest.” God had given Hannah the desire of her heart. She knew she could show her appreciation to God by keeping her promise, as painful as that would be.

Hannah was faithful to her promise. She kept her word to the Lord. Into the defiled worship center she placed her very young, impressionable son. Although humanly it seemed to border on foolishness, this was an act of saintly sacrifice. Her commitment was to God; her gift was pre-arranged with Him.
 John White writes in Parents in Pain,
I sometimes wonder at the trust of Hannah as she left her tiny Samuel in the charge of old Eli at Shiloh. She had relinquished much—her right to possess, to enjoy, to be proud before her rival Peninnah, to control Samuel’s development, to be repaid for all her tears. She did not know her son would change the destiny of Israel, towering above the nation’s history as the founder of two dynasties of kings, setting the moral tone of the nation for generations to come. The fashioning of such a man was the work of God himself.

Yet Hannah knew where her commitments needed to be. Her ability to release her child to God should be a reminder to all Christian parents.

The first priority of the parents is to raise their children to know the Lord. The second priority is to release them at the proper time back to the Lord. That takes a lot of faith on the part of the parents. It is risky. It is risky when a ship leaves the harbor, but that is what a ship is for. A ship that never leaves the harbor is not good for anything. It is risky when a plane leaves the runway, but that is what a plane is for. A plane that never leaves the runway is not good for anything. It is risky when you release your child to the Lord. It takes faith that God will take care of your child. But that is why the child was born. Commit the child to God in prayer, lead the child to God by showing him your godly intentions for his life, and then—at the proper time—release your child to God by faith. Who knows? There may just be a “Samuel” inside your child waiting to be released!

What Hannah did in a literal way is what every parent must do emotionally. Parents who refuse to give their children over to God may have painful experiences when the time comes to release their children, whether they are taken by death or they simply grow up and leave the home. It is necessary for parents to release each of their children. This doesn’t mean we release our responsibility of rearing, disciplining, and educating them. It means we realize that our children are the Lord’s and we give them back to God, just like Hannah did.
 Hannah was faithful to her promise.

Hannah was Faithful in Her Praise

Finally, Hannah was faithful in her praise. We read her second prayer in 1 Samuel 2:1-10,

My heart rejoices in the Lord; in the Lord my horn is lifted high. My mouth boasts over my enemies, for I delight in your deliverance. There is no one holy like the Lord; there is no one besides you; there is no Rock like our God. Do not keep talking so proudly or let your mouth speak such arrogance, for the Lord is a God who knows, and by him deeds are weighed. The bows of the warriors are broken, but those who stumbled are armed with strength. Those who were full hire themselves out for food, but those who were hungry hunger no more. She who was barren has borne seven children, but she who has had many sons pines away. The Lord brings death and makes alive; he brings down to the grave and raises up. The Lord sends poverty and wealth; he humbles and he exalts. He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap; he seats them with princes and has them inherit a throne of honor. For the foundations of the earth are the Lord’s; upon them he has set the world. He will guard the feet of his saints, but the wicked will be silenced in darkness. It is not by strength that one prevails; those who oppose the Lord will be shattered. He will thunder against them from heaven; the Lord will judge the ends of the earth. He will give strength to his king and exalt the horn of his anointed.

J. Vernon McGee observes, “This is one of the great prayers of Scripture.”
 This song is a remarkable expression of worship and praise.
 This song has sometimes been termed the “Magnificat of the Old Testament” because it is so similar to the Magnificat of the New Testament (Mary’s song, Lk 1:46-55). It also has certain resemblances to the “Benedictus” (the song of Zechariah, Lk 1:67-79).
 Both of those New Testament songs may have been inspired by Hannah’s praise.

Hannah gives us a healthy example of prayer. It’s good for us to begin our praying with praise because praise helps us focus on the glory of the Lord and not on the greatness of our needs. When we see the greatness of God, we start to see life with the right perspective.

Further, Hannah was faithful in returning praise when God answered her prayer. “For this child I prayed.” What a testimony from a godly mother! If we had more godly parents like Elkanah and Hannah, we would have more godly people like Samuel. Hannah certainly exemplifies a godly mother, for she put God first, she believed in prayer, she kept her vows, and she gave God all the glory.

Hannah was a mother of her word. 

May her tribe increase!
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