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Contexts & Connections #3-6    1 Samuel 9-11; 19-20; 2:1-10    October 16, 2016 

Samuel is Promised to God 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 The text contains three puns on the word “to ask (Hebrew: saal). In 1:17, Eli says to Hannah “The God of 

Israel grant the petition (lit. what you have asked).” In 1:28, Hannah says that “The Lord has granted me 
the petition [lit. what I have asked] that I made to him.” These two puns serve to frame the child’s name. 
Hannah names him Samuel (Hebrew: shem-u-el) because she asked God (Hebrew: sa-u-el) for him. The 
strength of the pun lies in the associated ideas and the similar sounds of the word.1 

 In 2:1, the expression “My horn is raised (Hebrew: herim qeren) denotes a “visible sign of success.”2 Hannah 
makes a point that God has heard her and answered for everyone to see. 

 
Geographic 

 The episode takes place at Shiloh, where there is a sanctuary to God and Eli is priest. Shiloh was located in 
the middle of Israel, between ancient Tirzah and Shechem, and was the principal place of worship until the 
conquering of Jerusalem by David. The narrative takes place here in order to affirm the link between Eli 
and Samuel.3 

 
Historical 

 The beginning of the book of Samuel takes place sometime before 1050 BCE, when the battle of Aphek, 
described in 1 Samuel 4:1-10 is fought. The book of Samuel begins in Israel’s “wild-west” period. The 
people have settled the country, but they have not yet united in government or administration.4 

 
Cultural/Religious 

 The Israelites are still living the frontier life as described in the book of Judges. There is no unified political 
framework, and the people are constantly threatened by neighboring people, especially the Philistines. In 
this uneasy life situation, having children who will carry on the family name is the way in which women 
measure their own worth. The key to understanding Hannah’s situation is that—even though she is older 
and Elkanah loves her—without children, society sees her as next to useless.5 

 The religious life of the people centers on Shiloh, where the Ark of the Covenant is kept. The people 
journey to Shiloh every year, where they celebrate the festivals that God commanded in the wilderness. 

Promises Made, Promises Broken 

The Point  
God hears the prayers of the forgotten and cares for the ones that we think are worthless. 
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Literary 
 This passage serves to introduce the character of Samuel, whose life is linked both with the fall of the 

house of Saul and the rise of David.  
 Genre – This passage contains two separate genres. The first is a birth narrative, similar to Sarah in 

Genesis 18 and Samson’s mother in Judges 13. The second part of the story is a song of praise. 1 
Samuel 2:1-10 is arranged in a distinct meter, with each line having 7 or 8 syllables.6 

 Authorial Intention – The author intends to make two points: One, he intends to make the greater 
theological point that God looks with favor on the prayers of the lowly and that God upsets the natural 
balances of the world. Two, the author intends to show the importance of Samuel from birth, and that 
he will play a part in God’s plans for Israel.7 

 Audience – This text would have been told as part of the history of the Israelite monarchy. The 
audience would have been Israelites who were curious about the legitimacy of the monarchy and the 
political history of their people.8 

 
More Information 

 For a list of mentions of Shiloh outside of the Old Testament, see: http://www.christusrex.org/www1/
ofm/mad/discussion/034discuss.html 

 For more information on the life of Samuel, including discussions of him in the later rabbinic literature, 
see: http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13079-samuel 

 For more information on the role of the Nazarite in the period of the Judges, and its connection to 
Hannah’s vows, see: http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/11395-nazarite  

 
 
 

http://www.christusrex.org/www1/ofm/mad/discussion/034discuss.html
http://www.christusrex.org/www1/ofm/mad/discussion/034discuss.html
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13079-samuel
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/11395-nazarite
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Exodus 32:1-14) – In this week’s lesson, we see how Hannah sincerely worships God and 

finds favor, in contrast to last week’s illustration of how the people anger God through their apostasy. 
 Next Week (2 Samuel 7:1-17) – In this week, we see an interaction in which Hannah promises her child 

to God. Next week, we see how God makes a promise to David. 
 Other Weeks – Genesis 15:1-6 (9/18/2016) recalls another time in which God gave children to a couple 

who were ashamed of having no descendants. Luke 1:46-55 (12/18/2016) records the Magnificat, another 
song of praise,very similar to Hannah's in construction and wording, to the God who upsets the balance of 
the world. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 Numbers 6:1 tells how a child is dedicated to God’s service, including the legislation that “No razor shall 
ever touch his head.”  

 Judges 13:5, 16:17 tell of Samson, another child who was dedicated in the same way to God.  
 There are many echoes of Hannah’s song in the Psalms, especially Psalm 2, 18, 113, 75, 98, and 89. 
 

Thematic Connections 
 God Revealed – This week we see how God is revealed in the gift of a child. Although God does not visit 

Hannah personally, as God visited Sarah and Abraham, God repeats the pattern of blessing the one who is 
childless. As Hannah elaborates in her song, God is not revealed in the ones who have many blessings, but 
instead God is revealed in God’s kindness to those who have nothing. 

 Promised Made, Promises Broken – The theme of Samuel’s birth is that of a two-fold promise. In 
response to Hannah’s heartfelt promise, God promises her a child. When the child Samuel is born, his life 
is religiously promised to God, like many in the period of the judges (see link in “More Information). 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 Hannah’s song has been adapted into hymns as “Song of Hannah,” “My Heart Rejoices,” and “My Heart Leaps 
Up.” 

 Hannah is mentioned in the hymn “For All the Faithful Women.” 
 Hannah’s song has also been adapted into praise music as “Hannah’s Song: No One Holy Like the Lord”. 
 

Media Connections 
 The city of Shiloh has been the site of extensive archaeological excavation: http://www.jidaily.com/oMcn/

e and http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/01/15/tel-shiloh-archaeological-dig-pitcher-city-israel-
burned_n_2479718.html 

 Sylvia Plath, an American poet and novelist, wrote a poem entitled A Childless Woman, describing her 
experience as a woman who desperately wanted a child. 

 The famous stained glass maker, William Wailes contributed a stained glass of Hannah, Samuel and Eli to 
the Church of Saint Mary the Virgin in Ambleside, Great Britain. 

 
Multimedia Links 

 An English version of Hannah’s song set to music: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S_tTV1OJL7c 
 

http://www.jidaily.com/oMcn/e
http://www.jidaily.com/oMcn/e
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/01/15/tel-shiloh-archaeological-dig-pitcher-city-israel-burned_n_2479718.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/01/15/tel-shiloh-archaeological-dig-pitcher-city-israel-burned_n_2479718.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S_tTV1OJL7c
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