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1 Samuel 1-2.11:  Hannah's prayer

Themes. Chapter 1 addresses handling of unfair and unjust situations that we find ourselves in, and chapter
2 provides some lessons on prayer.  People will probably find the theme of ch. 1 very relevant and you may
want to spend a lot of time there, but try to touch on the major points of 2:1-11 as important lessons for
praying thru difficulties. 

Background. We learn here about the birth of Samuel, the last and greatest of the judges  of Israel, who is
to usher in the beginning of the kingdom period of Jewish history and the royal line that is to eventually
produce the messiah. It is not clear who the author of the book is. 1 & 2 Samuel were originally one book in
the Hebrew scriptures, but divided into two in the Septuagint (ancient Greek translation). 

Introduction. The modern reader  may be tempted to read  such stories  superficially and go on, but Old
Testament narratives demand intelligent reading and not just as reading it as old history.   The ancient
Jewish  reader  would  understand  it  against  the  background  of  the  five  books  of  Moses  (Genesis—
Deuteronomy), its teachings and commands, and the covenant that is laid out therein. The description of
Elkanah with two wives is not to be understood as an error that God tolerated back then (as some modern
readers misread it), but as a violation of God's intentions for the marriage covenant given first in Genesis
2:23-24. So thoughtful analysis and intelligent reading (e.g., “reading between the lines”) are required  in
such OT literature, as the writer doesn't provide moral comments or evaluations of many of the events in
the story. The reader is invited to think for himself / herself. 

Questions: types of questions to ask, points to raise in the study
Notice the wording throughout that emphasize the unfairness here and Hannah's suffering, e.g., “rival”

(v6). Here you want to develop questions to get people to notice how very unfair and unjust all this was to
Hannah – the bigamy, Penninah's behavior, and Elkanah's insufficient response – the degree of Hannah's
suffering, and her model behavior – her lack of retaliation and her reliance on prayer and turning to God
rather than being bitter. 

Then in response to this (and Eli's treatment of her), talk about specific unfair situations that we face
where people mistreat us, act morally superior to us, put us down for our faith, and such. How can we be
spiritually strong and confident in God's strength so we don't need to lash out in self-defense? How can we
train ourselves so that we will pray and turn to God rather than seek revenge (or indulge in self-pity, etc.)? 
In the fact of difficulty, how do we properly handle suffering and unfair treatment from others? – be it from
non-Christians, or believers who are hypocritical, or who are well meaning but foolish.

The next important theme deals with prayer. We need to know how to pray properly in difficulties, to
expect God to hear us, and thanksgiving. In hard times, we tend to be self-focused in our prayers, as we
focus on the immediate situation and our own feelings. Hannah's prayers teaches us to be God-focused, not
self-focused or full of self-pity. Ask about the content of our prayers – do they focus enough on God, and on
worship, adoration, praise, and thanksgiving? Or are they shopping list prayers? 

1. The birth of Samuel (1:1-1.20)

Marriage
In v1-8, what's wrong with this picture?  What are the problems with having two wives? 
What is God's view of this?
Would you agree that Elkanah seems to be religiously  sincere? If so, then why might he take two
wives? What does that say about his spirituality or spiritual maturity?

Hannah's barrennes
What  was  the common view in ancient  Jewish culture  about  not  being able  to  bear  children1? In
Hannah's case, was it necessarily  judgment? What other reason  could there have been?  (e.g.,  John

1 Cf.  Gen. 20:17-18, 30:22-23; in Jewish culture (and others), not being able to have children was often
considered a form of judgment from God. Thus, Penninah might feel morally superior to Hannah.
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9:1-4)  Was Penninah more blessed than Hannah since she had many children? 

An unjust situation
How does Penninah's behavior affect Hannah – especially  long-term effects?  What is her emotional
and spiritual state probably like? Her mental attitude? 
Why does Penninah treat Hannah so badly? Why might she feel morally superior? 
What is your reaction as you read about this situation? If you were in Hannah's position, how would
you feel? How would you respond? 
What kind of unjust situations do you find yourself in? (or other Christians?)
How did Hannah respond to the situation? For example, does she retaliate? Complain bitterly to God?
Indulge in self-pity?

Elkanah's response 
Does Hannah deserve favored treatment? Does it help the situation? Or add to the rivalry?
Is Elkanah's response in v8 satisfactory? Is it helpful? Does he do anything to actually help her?2 
Do his intentions seem good? Does he show wisdom? 
How do you feel about people who show you sympathy rather than respect or real help? 

Hannah's first prayer
Why does she specifically ask for a son? And what does she intend to do with him?  (see notes)
Why is she willing to give up the boy after so much difficulty in conceiving him?  
Why does she pledge to give him up for a life-long Nazirite vow? 

Family dynamics
Would you describe this as a good family, or a dysfunctional family? 
What would happen if Hannah kept the boy? In a rivalry between two wives, how might that affect the
boy's upbringing? How Penninah and her children might treat Hannah's child? How might that have
influenced her decision to give the boy up? What other factors might have influenced her decision? 
What does this say about her heart before God? 
What hope can you have if you have been saved out of a dysfunctional family? 

Eli's response3

Why is Eli so harsh and judgmental? What do you think of him as a spiritual leader? 
How do his sons reflect poorly on his character? (see 2:12ff.)
How can a self-righteous father produce such wicked children? 
Why does Hannah not defend herself or criticize Eli?4 
Did God use Eli (thru his blessing upon Hannah)? 

Our response
Discuss some unfair or unjust situations you've been in or are in. In what ways are you tempted to
respond? What are some unfair situations in which you are tempted to... 
• take revenge
• act morally superior and self-righteous 
• indulge in self-pity 

2 Notice his selfishness: “Don't I mean more to you than ten sons?
3 In those days, given the moral degeneration in the society, it would might not have been uncommon for

some to abuse the feast, get drunk, and enter the temple area (cf. the moral climate described in Judges
17-21). So Eli is probably making a snap judgment about her, and doesn't recognize her emotional state
and spiritual devotion. 

4 She probably is showing respect for the priestly office, not necessarily the man himself (just as we would
show respect for the President if we met him in person, even if he is a bad president). And as a woman
in a chauvinistic society, she has lower status, especially compared to a priest. Also, since she seems
quite spiritually devout, she has confidence thru God and may not feel a need to defend herself.
Likewise, we do not need to defend ourselves, for in doing so we often rely on our own strength and
pride (depending on our own devices, so to speak) rather than God's strength, and if we are not
successful, we are likely to resort to anger or other sinful means to defend ourselves. If we are strong
spiritually, we are able to rely on God's strength and realize that He is our defender and protector. 
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• complain against God 
• feel that God has abandoned you
• gossip negatively about someone
• curse someone
• other responses...

In  what  ways  do others  put  you  down for  your  faith,  your  style  of  religious  expression,  or  your
particular style of worship?  How can we handle this? (Do you do so to others?) 

What happens if we try to defend ourselves from attacks or criticism? What is often the result? Is it
successful or effective? 
How can a strong faith protect us from personal attacks from other people?  Why does a person of
strong faith not feel a need to immediately defend or protect himself / herself? 

In what ways can our sinful  attitudes or behavior hurt others?How might we hurt or hinder fellow
believers spiritually? List specific ones described in this passage , as well as others.
• acting morally superior or self-righteous
• gossiping
• putting others down
• giving insincere sympathy, false comfort, superficial advice, simplistic advice 
• judging others
• making uninformed or impulsive snap judgments about others
• failing to act to address wrongs or unjust situations (when it is possible for you to do so)
• others...

How might we be well meaning but unwise, and hurt others as a result? 
In what areas do we tend to be self-righteous, act morally superior, or put others down? 
Why is gossip so harmful?5 
How can we overcome the harmful effects of being treated unfairly?6 

If you have been hurt by hypocritical or self-righteous religious people or backgrounds, how can you
find spiritual healing?

2. Hannah dedicates Samuel.

Here she gives up her son, even though it must have been extremely difficult for her to do so.
When is obeying God sometimes difficult or even painful? How do we find God's grace to obey?

Vows
What are vows? How and why are they used? 
Do you ever make vows to God? When and why? 
Why do we have to be careful about making vows? 
Can you make a vow to God and break it or hope to be released from it?  (see Eccl. 5:4-5)
Can we use vows to get what we want? Or make deals / bargains with God?  Why does that not work?
3. Hannah's second prayer.
Identify elements of praise, worship, adoration, and thanksgiving in this prayer. 
Is her prayer focused on God or herself? 
What does this prayer teach about who God is? 
Why does it begin with an emphasis on God's character and not just the specific things He has done
for her? 
What theme do you see in v4-10? What point does she make about the proud, strong, arrogant, etc.? 

5 See Prov. 11.13, 16.28, 18.8, 20.19, 26.20; 2 Cor. 12.20; 1 Tim. 5.13.
6 The tragic thing about sin and its effects is that it is never fair! Satan does not abide by the Geneva
conventions  of  warfare,  or  other  principles  of  fairness.  A  characteristic  of  sin  (and  spiritual  warfare  &
spiritual attack) is that it unfairly hurts other innocent people. In such situations we have to recognize that
we have been wronged, that someone has sinned against us, in order to be able to deal with the effects of
sin and to forgive those who've harmed us. 
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Our response
As Christians, why should we care about justice and fairness in the world? 
How can we pray like this against unfairness and injustice – that we experience and that we see in the
world? 
When we are going thru difficulty,  how are we to pray? How should  our prayers  begin,  and what
should they emphasize? 
How can our prayers be self-focused? Are our prayers like biblical prayers, or shopping lists? 
Why is it important to focus on God in our prayers  – to start  out with worship,  praise,  adoration,
thanksgiving – and to focus the entire prayer on God? 
How can this change our mindset?  How we view our problems?  How we handle our problems?  How
we live our lives? 
How  can  prayer  and  a  strong  spiritual  life  make  us  “tougher”  --  more  resilient  against  attack,
criticism, difficulties? (or keep us from being oversensitive to minor insults?)

How can we worship and praise God in the midst of suffering? (Doesn't this seem counter-intuitive?)
How can we pray for spiritual healing from very bad experiences? 
When you pray, do you expect God to answer?  Do you commonly experience answers to prayer? 
Are God's answers to our prayers necessarily the answers we expect? Why? How does He sometimes
answer differently than we expect? 

4. Summary.
In what way is Hannah the heroine of this story? An example for us to follow? Why does the book
start with her story? 

 
Notes.
1:1-2. 'Hannah'  (äðç)  means  “grace”  or  “favor”.  Elkanah's  town  was  probably  about  8km  north  of
Jerusalem. Bigamy and polygamy were common cultural practices – but it was against God's plan. We do
not know the reasons why he took two wives, but it was a worldly cultural practice that  enshrined sinful
attitudes like male-centeredness, machoism, chauvinism, selfishness, and attaining and showing off one's
social status.
1:3-4. Three times a year Israelite males were required to make a pilgrimmage to Jerusalem for religious
festivals (Exodus 23, 34; Deut. 16).  These festivals combined sacrifices of worhsip with festive meals to
celebrate  fellowship  with  God  and  his  blessing.  This  particular  festival  was  probably  the  Feast  of
Tabernacles, which commemorated God's care for His people as they wandered in the desert for 40 years
after the exodus (Lev. 23:43), and it was a harvest festival, for joyfully celebrating the year's crops and
God's blessings. This probably make Hannah's sorrow over her barrennes even more poignant. 
1:11. Giving up her son with the no-haircut-ever plan means she is giving him up to the priests for religious
service under the conditions of the Nazirite vow, which is described in Numbers 6. 'Nazirite' has no relation
to Nazareth or Nazarene,  but comes from the Hebrew  nazir meaning 'separated,  consecrated'.  The vow
covered all aspects of the person's life, including diet, appearance, occupation, and personal associations,
and was stricter than even the regulations for normal priests. They were to abstain from wine or any grape
products  as  a  symbol  of  their  separation  from the  world  and  their  dedication  to  God  –  analagous  to
Christians giving up certain items during Lent. They were to keep long hair to be physically distinctive and
recognizeable as Nazirites. A Nazirite could pledge to serve for a certain period of time, or chose to serve as
a Nazirite all his/her life. 

Vows were common in Old Testament culture, and more formal in that they were serious and binding,
were  sometimes  declared  publicly, and followed  regulations in the covenant law – see  Deut.  23:21-23,
Numbers 30. See also Ecclesiastes 5:4-5.
2:1-11. Some theologians  compare  this  famous  prayer  of  praise and worship to  Mary's  famous prayer
(known as the Magnificat) and the song of Zechariah (Luke 1) – a Magnificat of the OT. The prayer's theme
revolves around God's character and how He humbles the arrogant and lifts up the weak. 

When we pray, esp.  in times of difficulty,  it is important to focus first  and  foremost  on God – thru
worship, praise, adoration, and thanksgiving – so we can have a proper God-centered view of things and
ourselves,  and avoid the self-focus that is natural  in such cases.  Only then can we effectively rely and
depend on God fully and expect answers to prayer.  
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