Good Bible resolutions 4: Hannah. 
Bristol Road Baptist Church 05.02.12.
1 Samuel 1
I’m glad of Hannah’s resolution in the Bible, not least because she is a lady! Since not so many ladies are mentioned in the Bible they are special. Numerous ladies are very significant in the big plan of God in the Bible, and Hannah is one of them. As I look at her story in 1 Samuel 1, three words come to mind: problem,  prayer and praise. Have you heard them before? Yes, last week with Jehoshaphat’s resolution. It’s a good pattern for a resolution, but Hannah used it first!
The problem…
Hannah couldn’t have children. That was a bad enough personal and social problem in a culture where that was a woman’s only main function: to produce heirs. Worse still for Hannah, her husband had two wives.  Furthermore, his other wife was very productive, bearing “sons and daughters” (4) (so her husband had a problem too!).  Just to add to the complications, the other wife (Peninnah) ruthlessly rubbed into Hannah the fact she couldn’t have children – provoking and irritating her over it (6), and in a persistent manner – year after year (7). But husband Elkanah particularly loved Hannah and gave her double portions of food (4-5). You can even sense the care in his words “Don’t I mean more to you than ten sons?” (8) So we come back to what we called a dysfunctional family a few weeks ago.
Yet there is a Bible pattern here. In the Bible, numerous of the people God used in a very special way were born out of a crisis of infertility. Isaac and Sarah had given up on a child together when Isaac was promised and born. If you look at the historic timetable in Genesis Isaac (whose resolution we looked at a few weeks ago), he is married to Rebekah for 20 years before they bore Jacob. That’s a very long time in our culture let alone theirs. There are others along the way but by the time we get to John the Baptist, the forerunner of Jesus, we see the same pattern: out of human infertility God produces a child who will be particularly special and significant in his plans. And Hannah would end up with the same testimony. Looking back on it, we would say these people were “blessed to be barren”! Out of trouble came testimony. Out of bitterness came blessing. Out of distress came delight.  Why was that? Why is it, when it feels like the exact opposite? It is because brokenness is no barrier to God. In fact it is a doorway for God. He comes precisely to heal the broken hearted. 
“The broken heart of a relatively obscure woman in the hill country of Ephraim matters to him”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  D R Davis, 1 Samuel (Christian Focus, 2000) p15] 

We are back to where we were last week: troublesome times are opportunities to find the kindness of God. But they won’t be that unless we, like Hannah, turn our problem into prayer.
The prayer…
So rather than just resigning herself to a lifetime of pain and provocation, Hannah turns to God…
In bitterness of soul Hannah wept much and prayed to the Lord. 11 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.” 
She was so moved and prayerful it was misinterpreted as drunkenness, but she assures the priest this is not so and leaves with his blessing (17)
…she went her way and ate something, and her face was no longer downcast. (18)
In the text of chapter 1 food is a recurrent theme:  Elkhanah gave portions of food to his wives (4) but double to Hannah (5). But Hannah wouldn’t eat (7). He asks why she doesn’t eat (8). It was after family eating in v9 that she goes into the temple to pray (9). Only after her prayer and her promise, but once again, before it is fulfilled, we read that she went away and ate and her face was no longer downcast.
It was in the depths of her despair that she made her deepest promise! The act of doing it changed her attitude. Peninnah was no longer the focus but God was. Peninnah is never referred to again. 
What about you? Do you want your circumstances to change? Maybe God wants you to change. He is willing and able to sort problems out. But he perhaps wants you to change before the circumstance does. Faith is believing what you cannot see – promising to trust.
The praise…
Elkanah must have felt he’d gone home with a new wife. Early the next morning they got up and worshipped (19. Hannah conceived and bore a son, calling him Samuel meaning something like “heard of God”.
It was only at this point in my thinking it struck me that Hannah asked for a son.  It is not to say daughters are not special and precious but in that culture the people who served God in a religious sense were men. Why did she ask and get a son? Because she promised that her response to the favour of God would be to give him back to God for the work of the temple.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Possibly three years pass. That is what it could mean in Old Testament times, seen in most biblical literature of when a child may have been weaned. For possibly three years she saw him grow, but never forgot what God had done and never forgot her promise. Back to the House of God she goes. She has to remind Eli who she is then says,
I prayed for this child, and the Lord has granted me what I asked of him. 28 So now I give him to the Lord. For his whole life he will be given over to the Lord.” 

She never forgot. She had no right to “own” Samuel because she only had him because God gave him. I know a minister who always says to pre- marriage couples, “You can’t decide to have children. You can only choose not to, but only God can choose to give you a child.” It makes a point. We don’t read of any tension in giving Samuel to the Lord. She knew the reality. 
So we find in her pledge that her longing was not to own but to channel. “You bless me and use me and I will return all your grace back to you” Samuel went on to be a major prophet. He was the one who warned the nation about wanting a king. And when they chose Saul and it all went pear shaped he was the one who saw David and established him as King. And from king David came the so called “Son of David”, Jesus the Saviour. 
All because a broken hearted lady called Hannah resolved that “What you give me I will give back to you”. One Bible version translates it “He is made over to (God: Yahweh)”[footnoteRef:2] We’d say “handed over”. [2:  New Jerusalem Bible.] 

Can I ask you, have you pledged to hand over everything to God? It’s not so hard to do when you know you are only giving back what has been given to you. And look at the outcome as I select a few verses from Hannah’s prayer. Eli gets a one sentence record. Hannah gets a whole psalm here in chapter 2…
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. 
2“There is no one holy like the Lord; 
there is no one besides you; 
there is no Rock like our God. 
3“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. 

…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…

This is not the cry of a woman who has lost her son, but a woman who has found herself by promising to give back to God. Have you?
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