Lesson2: The House of Eli
Text: First Samuel Chap. 1-2
In the early chapters of Samuel we learn a good deal of the background and the events
that led to the birth and upbringing of Samuel. Itis not surprising that in this story Hannah, the
mother of Samuel, should be assigned a central role. She is the childless woman who is vexed
sorely by her rival, Peninah, and her heart grieves. In the bitterness of her soul she weeps and

prays to God, and makes a vow (1. 11):
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Her prayer is answered; she bears a son and she calls him Samuel (1, 20). After Hannah
has weaned the child she brings him to the house of God in Shiloh, where the boy grows up
“pbefore the Lord” (2, 21) until he becomes a prophet (chapter 3).

But in the story of Hannah and Samuel there intrudes another person who is competing
for our attention. From Hannah’s first appearance in the temple (1, 9) to the day that Hannah is
last mentioned (2, 20) we continually meet the venerable priest Eli. he is venerated and honored
by all. Sitting upon his seat by the doorpost of the temple, he reprimands Hannah when he
suspects her of being drunk. Hannah’s reply is all humility and apology: “No, my lord... Count
not thy handmaid for a wicked woman... Let thy handmaid find favour in thy sight” (1.14-18).
And when Eli blesses the childless woman that God will grant her petition (1, 17), her sorrow
and bitterness vanish. Serenely she leaves the temple, she eats and her face is no more sad (1,
18). Next day she leaves Shiloh and returns to her home in Ramah, and then the Lord remembers
her (1, 19).

The importance of Eli in the Samuel story cannot be too much emphasized. The Bible
depicts him as a man who is revered by the people and as a saintly priest whose blessing carries
weight. But as the story moves on from Hannah and Samuel to Eli and his sons (chapter 2) the
picture of Eli becomes rather tarnished. When we read of the behavior of his sons (2, 12-17 and

22-25) and his weak and ineffectual remonstrations with them, we cannot help but compare this



failure with his stern admonition to the childless Hannah whom he suspects of profaning the

sacred temple and the Bible obviously wants us to draw the comparison. Eli is extremely anxious

to uphold the honor and decorum of the temple, and he tells Hannah peremptorily (1, 14):

And Eli said unto her:
‘How long wilt thou be drunken? Put away
thy wine from thee’.
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But when faced with the sacrilegious and immoral behavior of his sons, Eli pleads with

them almost apologetically (2, 22-25).

Now Eli was very old;

and he heard all that

his sons did unto all Israel, and how that they
lay with the women that did service

at the door of the tent of meeting.

And he said unto them:

‘Why do ye such things?

For | hear evil reports concerning you

from all this people.

Nay, my sons; for it is no good report

which I hear the Lord’s people spread abroad.

If one man sin against another
God shall judge him;

but if a man sin against the Lord
who shall entreat for Him?’

But they hearkened not

unto the voice of their father
because the Lord would slay them.
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Furthermore, in a remarkable passage in chapter 4 (12-18) Eli is described as being more

anxious about the ark of God than about the lives of his sons. He hears of the death of his sons,

but only when he is told that the ark was captured by the Philistines he falls from his seat and

dies (verse 18).

The Bible elaborates upon the sin of Eli, devoting almost half of chapter 2 and the whole

of chapter 3 to this subject. An anonymous man of God (2, 27) announces to Eli a dire future.



Speaking in a style that is reminiscent of the Deuteronomic chastisements (Deuteronomy 28) and

the harsh prophecies of the later prophets, the man of God warns (2, 31):
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Subsequently the Bible describes in detail God’s revelation to Samuel of the downfall of
the house of Eli (3, 11-14). Why does the Bible accord such importance to the history of the
house of Eli and the prophecies of its fall? The reason is found in a revealing sentence in the

prophecy by the anonymous man of God (2, 30):
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The idea expressed in this sentence is not exceptional in the book of Samuel. Itis used by
Samuel himself to explain the downfall of King Saul. God intended to establish Saul’s kingdom
forever, but since Saul has not kept the commandment of the Lord He decided to take away the
kingdom from Saul (13, 13-14 and 15, 28). The tragedy of King Saul is the dominant story in the
first book of Samuel. It is the tragedy of a courageous warrior and a well-intentioned man who is
not suited for the business of government. And this is where Eli resembles Saul. Eli is a revered
elder who fears God and humbly confesses the truth, but he does not realize that a leader must at
times be firm and unyielding. A leader who is incapable of using the authority at his command
inevitably becomes an utter failure, and he must make room for a better man.

The story of King Saul is the story of a chosen leader who is put to the test and is found
wanting. Eli too is a chosen leader who fails in his task. The story of Eli is a kind of prelude,

foreshadowing the great tragedy of Saul.



In chapter 2 (verses 27-36) an anonymous prophet foretells the doom of the house of Eli.

but nothing is said there about Eli’s reaction to this prophecy. It is only in chapter 3, in the

course of describing the first prophetic revelation to Samuel, that we hear of Eli’s reaction to the

prophecy of doom (3, 11-14 and 16-28):

And the Lord said to Samuel:

‘Behold I will do a thing in Israel, at which
both the ears of everyone that heareth it

shall tingle,

In that day | will perform against Eli

all that | have spoken concerning his house,
from the beginning even unto the end.

For I have told him that I will judge his house
for ever, for the iniquity, in that he knew that
his sons did bring a curse upon themselves,
and he rebuked them not.

And therefore | have sworn unto the house of
ElL, that the niquity of Eli’'s house

shall not be expiated with sacrifice

nor offering for ever’.

Then Eli called Samuel and said:

‘Samuel, my son.” And he said ‘Here I am.’
And he said: “What is the thing that Hath
spoken unto thee? | pray thee, hide it not from
me; God do so to thee, and more also, if thous
hide anything from me of all the things

that He spoke unto thee.’

And Samuel told him all the works,

and hid nothing from him.

And he said: ‘It is the Lord;

let Hm do what seemeth Him good.’
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El’s reaction is characteristic of both his greatness and weakness. In the face of distress

he hold onto his faith in God and humbly submits to the divine judgement. But his resignation to

the will of God (717 P17°%) is of no avail. For some time he knew that his sons’ behavior will

inevitably bring about a calamity, but he did nothing to prevent it. He fears his licentious sons;

he is anxious about the imaginary honor of his family. He is a weak man. And for a leader

weakness is a sin.



