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1 SAMUEL 2:12-17, 22-25  •  THE PRIEST ’S SONS WERE EVIL

12 Eli’s sons were wicked men; they did not respect the LORD 13 or the priests’ share of the sacrifices from the 

people ... 17 So the servants’ sin was very severe in the presence of the LORD, because the men treated the 

LORD’s offering with contempt. ... 22 Now Eli was very old. He heard about everything his sons were doing to all 

Israel and how they were sleeping with the women who served at the entrance to the tent of meeting. 23 He said 

to them, “Why are you doing these things? I have heard about your evil actions from all these people. 24 No, my 

sons, the news I hear the LORD’s people spreading is not good. 25 If one person sins against another, God can 

intercede for him, but if a person sins against the LORD, who can intercede for him?” But they would not listen to 

their father, since the LORD intended to kill them.

1 SAMUEL 2:29-34  •  THE PRIEST ’S SONS WERE REJECTED

29 Why, then, do all of you despise my sacrifices and offerings that I require at the place of worship? You have 

honored your sons more than me, by making yourselves fat with the best part of all of the offerings of my people 

Israel.’ 30 “Therefore, this is the declaration of the LORD, the God of Israel: ‘I did say that your family and your 

forefather’s family would walk before me forever. But now,’ this is the LORD’s declaration, ‘no longer! For those 

who honor me I will honor, but those who despise me will be disgraced. 31 Look, the days are coming when I will 

cut off your strength and the strength of your forefather’s family, so that none in your family will reach old age...

1 SAMUEL 4:1B-11  •  THE PRIEST ’S SONS WERE JUDGED

...2 The Philistines lined up in battle formation against Israel, and as the battle intensified, Israel was defeated 

by the Philistines, who struck down about four thousand men on the battlefield. 3 When the troops returned to 

the camp, the elders of Israel asked, “Why did the LORD defeat us today before the Philistines? Let’s bring the 

ark of the LORD’s covenant from Shiloh. Then it will go with us and save us from our enemies.” 4 So the people 

sent men to Shiloh to bring back the ark of the covenant of the LORD of Armies, who is enthroned between the 

cherubim. Eli’s two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, were there with the ark of the covenant of God. 5 When the ark 

of the covenant of the LORD entered the camp, all the Israelites raised such a loud shout that the ground shook. 

6 The Philistines heard the sound of the war cry and asked, “What’s this loud shout in the Hebrews’ camp?” 

When the Philistines discovered that the ark of the LORD had entered the camp, 7 they panicked. “A god has 

entered their camp!” they said. “Woe to us! Nothing like this has happened before. 8 Woe to us! Who will rescue 

us from these magnificent gods? These are the gods that slaughtered the Egyptians with all kinds of plagues in 

the wilderness. 9 Show some courage and be men, Philistines! Otherwise, you’ll serve the Hebrews just as they 

served you. Now be men and fight!” 10 So the Philistines fought, and Israel was defeated, and each man fled 

to his tent. The slaughter was severe—thirty thousand of the Israelite foot soldiers fell. 11 The ark of God was 

captured, and Eli’s two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, died.
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LUCKY CHARMS
SUPPLIES LIST 
“LUCKY” OBJECTS (OPTIONAL)

Some symbols are associated with good luck, like four-leaf clovers and 

horseshoes (bring something like this for a visual aid if you can). People 

do all sorts of silly things for “good luck.” 

WHAT ARE SOME THINGS YOU (OR OTHERS) DO FOR GOOD LUCK? 
DO THESE THINGS OR PRACTICES ACTUALLY BRING GOOD FORTUNE? 
WHY NOT?

In today’s session, Israel tried to use the ark of the covenant like a good 

luck charm in battle. But the ark was not a charm to be used for good 

luck. It represented the very presence of Yahweh with His people. Sadly, 

Israel had abandoned God, and they faced terrible consequences on the 

battlefield.

INTRO OPTION 1

DISQUALIFIED
SUPPLIES LIST 
NO SUPPLIES NEEDED.

In sports, academics, and more, people always find a way to bend the 

rules. Look up some stories of people disqualifying themselves because 

of their own bad choices. Share a few of them with your group. Allow 

students to share a story if they have one. 

In today’s session, the priests were not following God’s rules. They 

used the sacrifices to serve themselves and sinned against God. They 

disqualified themselves from being priests and brought judgment upon 

Eli’s house. But Jesus is a perfect priest we can trust and follow.

INTRO OPTION 2
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SCRIPTURE
READING

Jesus is a better, righteous priest.

MAIN POINT

1.  THE PRIEST ’S SONS WERE EVIL

READ 1 SAMUEL 2:12-17, 22-25
The high priest, Eli, had two sons who served as priests at the house of the Lord. 

They would oversee the sacrifices the people brought to the Lord. But rather than 

serve as priests for God and for the people, they served themselves.

HOW WERE ELI’S SONS SINNING AGAINST THE LORD?

The offerings were for the Lord, but they were stealing the best parts of the sacrifices 

for their own consumption. They showed no respect for God or for their sacred role. 

To make matters worse, they defiled themselves and the tabernacle with sexual 

immorality.

HOW DID THEY RESPOND TO ELI’S WARNINGS? WHY?

The sons refused to listen to their father’s instructions. Though Eli warned them not 

to sin against the Lord, and how serious it was to sin as they were, they continued in 

their rebellion against God. Their sins were their own evil choices, but they refused 

to listen to Eli, in part, because God had determined to judge them. No one’s sin is so 

great that God’s grace cannot save them. But here we are reminded that God is not 

obligated to extend more grace or give more opportunities to repent. He is patient, 

but His patience is not forever, and His judgments are always just.

2. THE PRIEST ’S SONS WERE REJECTED

READ 1 SAMUEL 2:29-34
WHY HAD GOD REJECTED ELI’S HOUSE AS PRIESTS? WHAT MOTIVATED ELI’S SONS’ 
ACTIONS?

Eli’s house had despised the Lord’s offerings and sacrifices at the tabernacle. Rather 

than honor the Lord with the fattened offerings, they had honored and fattened 

themselves. Their service wasn’t about God, but about themselves. It’s bad enough 

to sin against God, but here, they had sinned against God in His name (meaning 

they have done evil under the pretense that they were actually serving God). They 

rebelled against God through their priestly service.

How many times have we served the Lord for ourselves? How often have the 

motivations for our spiritual activity been self-centered? It’s easy to see the faults 

of Eli’s sons, but it is hard to acknowledge our own. We are the temple of God; we 

should be living sacrifices. But are we living for ourselves, or to honor the Lord?
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1 SAMUEL 2:12-17, 22-25
2:12-17. “These verses focus on the climactic flaw 

in the priestly practices at Shiloh: Hophni and 

Phinehas were taking the priestly share of the 

fellowship offerings ‘before the fat was burned’—

that is, before the Lord had been given his portion 

(cf. Lev 3:3–5; 7:30). Furthermore, the priests were 

consuming fat from the sacrificial animals, an act 

explicitly prohibited in the Torah (cf. Lev 7:22–26). 

In addition, they used the threat of violence to 

get their way. This blasphemous expression of 

self-interest and disregard for the law was a sin 

that ‘was very great in the Lord’s sight’ (v. 17; 

cf. Lev 7:25).”7

2:22-25. “In keeping with his righteous and 

unchanging nature, the Lord takes pleasure in 

upholding the Torah. Here the Lord had already 

determined to destroy Hophni and Phinehas 

for their sin… Hophni and Phinehas, having 

committed capital offenses (cf. Lev 7:25; 22:9), 

could expect the Lord to bring the death penalty 

upon them.”7

1 SAMUEL 2:29-34
2:31. “‘Behold, the days are coming’ is the first 

of 21 occurrences of this phrase in Scripture, 

mainly in the prophetic books. It directs attention 

to the outcome of a process that has already 

commenced.”6

2:29-34. “The fulfillment of this prophecy comes 

in stages. First, Eli’s sons meet an untimely and 

tragic death, resulting also in the pitiable end of 

Eli’s life (1 Sam. 4). Many years later, eighty-five 

of Eli’s descendants meet a violent death in one 

of the darkest episodes of Israel’s first king, Saul 

(22:6–23). Eventually, Eli’s line of descendants is 

BIG
QUESTION

SHOULD WE KEEP 
ATTENDING CHURCH 
EVEN WHEN PEOPLE 
THERE HAVE SINNED 
AGAINST US? 

The priests were sinning 
against the people and 
God. They intimidated 
the worshipers and 
stole from God. Yet , in 
1 Samuel 1, Elkanah and 
Hannah returned every year 
with sacrif ices to God. We 
never encourage people to 
endure spiritual abuse. There 
may be situations where you 
do need to remove yourself. 
But more often , people drop 
out of church over petty 
grievances and relational 
strife. We use other people’s 
sins as an excuse for us to 
not live for God. But through 
Elkanah and Hannah, 
we are reminded to stay 
faithful. In due time, God 
Himself will deal with those 
who sin against us, just as 
He dealt with Hophni and 
Phineas. We cannot let other 
people’s sins keep us from 
serving the Lord. Serve Him 
faithfully and trust Him to 
handle the rest.
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SCRIPTURE
READING Jesus is a better, righteous priest.

MAIN POINT

WHAT DOES THIS STORY TEACH US ABOUT GOD AND HOW WE SHOULD RELATE 
TO HIM? 

God takes sin very seriously. It is no small thing to break God’s commands and 

dishonor His name. God is holy, righteous, and just. He deserves glory and honor, 

and when we live for ourselves rather than God, it is a great crime against our 

Creator. When our sin harms other people’s relationships with God (remember, 

they were corrupting the sacrifices Israel was bringing to God), it’s even worse. 

Incredibly, God would rather atone for our sins than judge us. So, He sent Jesus 

to be our substitute and perfect priest, so that we could worship God in spirit and 

truth. Let us learn from their errors and choose to love God and love our neighbor.

3. THE PRIEST ’S SONS WERE JUDGED

READ 1 SAMUEL 4:1B-11
WHAT WAS ELI’S SONS’ LAST EVIL ACT AGAINST GOD? WHY WAS THAT SO WRONG?

Eli’s sons brought the ark of the covenant out to the battlefield thinking it would 

bring Israel victory. But this was evil. God is not a trinket or good luck charm to trot 

out when we need help. Israel wanted the victory that only comes from God, without 

actually surrendering to God. They wanted salvation, but they didn’t want to deal 

with their sins. Desiring God’s blessing while despising God Himself is wicked. 

Seeking the salvation of God while rejecting the covenant of God is idolatry. Good 

priests would have told them to turn back to God and forsake their idols rather than 

use God like an idol. But Hophni and Phineas were evil.

HOW DOES THIS STORY REMIND AGAIN THAT SIN BRINGS DEATH (ROM. 6:23)?

Look at all the death in this chapter: 30,000 soldiers (4:10), Hophni and Phineas 

(4:11), Eli (4:18), Eli’s daughter-in-law (4:20). God is the source of all life. To be 

separated from Him is death. At the heart of it, the ark’s departure is just a physical 

expression of what was already true spiritually. They were far from God, and now 

that spiritual reality is fully revealed in the physical world. Sin brought death to so 

many in Israel that day. Truly, the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23).
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completely displaced by the Zadokite priests under 

Solomon (1 Kings 2:26–27). This illustrates the 

way in which Old Testament prophecy often finds 

fulfillment—first in a partial and incomplete way 

in the near future, and then in more complete and 

final ways in the remote future.”8

1 SAMUEL 4:1B-11
4:1-11. “In the Philistines, the Israelites were 

confronted with a technologically advanced force 

that had [political/social dominance] on its mind, 

a people interested in more land and permanent 

domination. The Philistines appeared in 

southwestern Canaan around the beginning of the 

Iron I period, approximately 1200 B.C., apparently 

as part of the migrating ‘sea peoples’ attested in 

Egyptian sources. They were to play an important 

role in Old Testament history for the next two 

centuries. They settled in the southwestern 

coastal plains, occupying principally five cities 

as a unified Philistine pentapolis: Gaza, Ashdod, 

Ashkelon, Gath, and Ekron (Josh. 13:3; Judg. 3:3).”8

4:1-11. “They presume they can reverse the horrible 

events of that day by treating the ark of the 

covenant as though it were a magical wand. They 

can simply wave this ancient and sacred object in 

front of Yahweh and have instant success before 

their enemies... The elders and people of Israel 

long for that success and presumably think they 

can re-create the circumstances of holy war used 

so effectively in Joshua’s day. They unfortunately 

view the ark as an infallible talisman or a military 

palladium that ensures victory. In this way, they 

hope to guarantee Yahweh’s presence in battle and 

assure success.”8

4:11. “Just as was predicted (2:34), the Lord’s 

judgment has been imposed on those who scorned 

him and his ordinances.”6

ESSENTIAL
DOCTRINE

SIN AS TRANSGRESSION

The word transgression 
means “to cross over” or “to 
pass by ” and is often used 
in reference to transgressing 
God’s explicit commands. 
When God gives a specific 
command, as He did with 
Adam and Eve in the 
garden of Eden, and when 
that command is disobeyed, 
transgression has taken 
place (Rom. 5:14; 1 Tim. 
2:14). In this sense, sin is 
law-breaking.
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H A N D S

H E A RT

H E A D

CHRIST
CONNECTION

Eli’s sons were evil priests 
who received the judgment 
for their sins that they 
deserved. In contrast , Jesus 
is the Great High Priest , the 
sinless Son of God who took 
the judgment for the sins 
of the world that He did 
not deserve. All who trust 
in Him will be forgiven and 
become children of God.
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WHAT DOES THIS STORY TEACH US ABOUT THE URGENCY TO TURN AWAY FROM SIN? 
WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE TO TURN AWAY FROM SIN? 
 

Perhaps the saddest part of the story is that they didn’t realize how serious the 

situation was until it was too late. They knew they were far from God in their hearts, but 

sin is deceptive, and they didn’t deal with it with urgency. At the end of the chapter, the 

reality of their situation dawns on Eli and his daughter-in-law, but it’s too late. The time 

for repenting had passed. The opportunity for doing something about it was behind 

them. But it’s still ahead of each student. So, urge them to respond to God while the 

opportunity is before them.

HOW DOES THIS STORY SHOW US THE IMPORTANCE OF MOTIVES? 
 

Eli’s sons served as priests, but their motives were backwards. They were really serving 

no one but themselves. It is possible to serve God out of selfish motives. We can teach 

and lead without real honor for God or love for people, but God is not pleased with that 

service. God cares about our motives and actions. We must pray that God takes hold of 

our hearts and helps us lead and serve with a pure heart.

HOW MIGHT WE TREAT GOD LIKE A GOOD LUCK CHARM, AND HOW DO WE STOP? 
 

We treat God like a good luck charm when we only call on Him for emergency situations. 

We dishonor Him when we use His name to further our own agenda or purpose. But 

we don’t need to do that. God is worthy of our devotion and love. He deserves our 

sacrifice and commitment. When we submit ourselves to God, when we serve others 

selflessly, then God will be honored among us. He will have His proper place and we will 

experience His presence and victory.


