PROCLAIM THE WONDROUS BIRTH

#2 The Amazing Birth of Samuel: A Time to Hope
December 4th, 2011 – 1 Samuel 1
Do you know what I find so amazing about Samuel’s birth? Hannah’s vow in 1 Samuel 1:11: 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.  Hannah had a great dream. She dreamed of having a family. Years passed and she was unable to have the children she had always dreamed of having. In Old Testament times, barrenness for women was a curse.   A childless woman was considered a failure; she was an embarrassment to her husband. Husbands actually had the right to divorce his wife if she was unable to produce children. Children were an important part of the economic standing for a family; large families were a symbol of status and wealth.  The good news was that her husband Elkanah loved her very much; her marriage was safe. The bad news was that he had a second wife, Peninnah who had given him many sons and daughters. Let’s look at two key truths in keeping our hope alive:
LEARN TO STAND ON THE ROCK
                                                                                                                                                                                          1 Samuel 2:1-2: 1 Then Hannah prayed and said: 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. There is no one holy like the LORD;  there is no one besides you; there is no Rock like our God. She learned to stand on the rock. Rock is one of the most common biblical metaphors for God: Psalm 95:1: O come, let us sing to the LORD; let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation. I think of Jesus’ story of the wise man who built his house on the rock; the rock foundation was firm, and when the storms came the house was able to stand, whereas the house built on sand fell with a great crash. So the rock is a place of safety and security in a storm. Those who trust in Jesus find a place of safety and security when times get tough. The verse to the hymn says: On Christ the solid rock I stand; all other ground is sinking sand; all other ground is sinking sand. Hannah found by her own experience that God was her rock.
1 Samuel 1:6-7: 6 And because the LORD had closed her womb, her rival kept provoking her in order to irritate her. 7 This went on year after year. Whenever Hannah went up to the house of the LORD, her rival provoked her till she wept and would not eat. We see the character and personality of Penninah: She couldn’t just be thankful that she had children but felt the need to needle and harass Hannah. Provoke literally means to cause her thunder. She’s trying to get Hannah to blow her top! Irritate refers to being stirred up inwardly. It bothered Hannah so much that she would weep and not be able to eat. She mourned deeply with so much grief that she lost her appetite.
The biggest problem for Hannah was simply that she could not give birth, and within the culture that she lived, that was an extremely heavy burden to bear. All women wanted a male child because it was said that the messiah would come through the seed of a woman. To make matters even worse, she lived during a time when polygamy was acceptable, and she found herself compared with, and despised by, another woman. Peninnah apparently had no trouble getting pregnant, and she was cruel in her taunts of Hannah. 

Peninnah’s name meant pearl or coral. Pearls are formed when an irritant enters the oyster like a grain of sand. The protective process results in a pearl. Peninnah was irritating. Possibly Elkaniah loved Hannah more than Peninnah. This could have been why she took every opportunity to harass Hannah. It could have been that this woman was full of resentment and jealousy. She sat out to make Hannah’s life a living nightmare. Hannah whose name means grace needed every bit of God’s favor for the mental and physical anguish she suffered under Peninnah. We need grace.

What was Hannah’s response to being harassed? She just cried and didn’t eat she went into a state of depression.      I can imagine that she didn’t feel whole and that she didn’t feel worthy. She lived in a society where a woman was looked down on for not being able to give birth. Having Peninnah always in her face made the situation worse.        A cowboy found an Indian lying flat on the ground. He had one hand up in the air, his ear pressed to the dirt.         As they pulled up close, he said: Stage coach, two horses, one white, and one black. Large woman with a flowered hat. Man holding a rifle. Little boy holding a suitcase. The cowboy astonished: How in the world can you figure all of that out by listening to the ground? He said: Stagecoach ran over me half an hour ago. There are times when we feel the heavy weight of people or our life’s situation trying to crush our dream. She wanted a son so badly she was ready to die. All the stress had gotten to her as this had gone on for several years. God why don’t you do something?
Edward Mote was considering the gracious experience of a Christian and wrote words to a hymn: The Immutable Basis of a Sinner’s Hope in 1834.while he still working as a cabinetmaker. The words came into his mind as he was on his way to work one morning and four verses followed that very same day. The following Sunday, he went to visit Mrs. King, a very sick friend. Her husband informed him that he and his wife usually read a portion of scripture, prayed, and sang a hymn together, but he could not find his hymn book anywhere. Mote pulled from his pocket the verses he had recently written and offered to sing them with the Kings. She enjoyed the hymn so much and found it so applicable to her present situation that he left the words with her. He visited her every day until she passed away not quite a week later. The whole family was so comforted by the words that Mote realized that if these words can help one dying woman maybe it can help others so he rewrote the words and added some more verses.
He decided to publish the hymn, which quickly spread throughout English-speaking churches in Europe and America. Throughout his life, this theme of assured forgiveness for sinners was a constant comfort to Mote, leading him to say on his deathbed in 1874: I think I am nearing Port. But the truths I have preached I am living upon, and they will do to die upon, Ah! the precious blood! The precious blood which takes away all my sins; it is this which makes peace with God. We know this hymn as The Solid Rock (My Hope is Built on Nothing Less).  What is your Peninnah today? Instead of us just accepting the things that life throws our way we must learn to stand on the rock.  Let us rely on God’s grace as we confess our confidence in Christ the solid rock. 
LEARN TO PERSIST IN PRAYER
1 Samuel 1:12: As she kept on praying to the Lord. This wasn’t just a quick popcorn prayer. This was a repeated request, bathed in tears. Notice also that she prayed this prayer in her heart, not audibly like most Hebrews prayed. She prayed secretly, not wanting to draw any attention to herself. We don’t have to always pray out loud, but simply pray from our heart because our thoughts are as words to God. Her quiet prayer had an unfortunate consequence when Eli, the priest, accused her of being drunk. That says a lot about the culture at that time. ​There were probably drunken people around the temple and Eli thought she was one of them.

When she had the opportunity to explain herself, Eli answered in verse 17: Go in peace, and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of Him. This benediction was a huge blessing to Hannah. He didn’t know what she was praying about, but as high priest, gave his “amen” to her request. Her whole countenance changed in verse 18 when we read that …she went away and ate something, and her face was no longer downcast. This is really cool. After spending time in prayer, her face was no longer sad. She had left her concerns with the Lord and now she’s experiencing the “peace that passes all understanding.” Hannah’s prayer was indeed answered. They went home, and in due course she conceived and she had a son, and she called him Samuel, meaning, asked of God.          Hannah later had three more sons and two daughters. Never underestimate the power of persistent prayer.
I am so glad that God does not have an answering machine in heaven aren’t you or it might go something like this:             Thank you for calling heaven. Please stay on the line all of our angels and saints are busy helping other sinners right now. However, your prayer is important to us and we will answer it in the order it was received. Please listen carefully to the menu and select one of the following options. .If you would like to speak to: God, press 1.  Jesus, press 2.  The Holy Spirit, press 3. If you would like to hear King David sing a Psalm while you are holding, press 4. To find a loved one who has been assigned to Heaven, press 5, then enter his or her social security number followed by the pound sign. (If you get a negative response, please hang up and try area code 666.) For reservations in heaven, please enter J-O-H-N 3:16. For answers to nagging questions about dinosaurs, the age of the earth, life on other planets, why do the innocent suffer, and where Noah's Ark is, please wait until you arrive. If you are calling after hours and need emergency assistance, please contact your local pastor. When we call God, we only need to ring once. Because of Jesus, we never get a busy signal. The lines are always open. God takes each call personally. 
I love the Family Circus.  The father is helping Billy with his homework with the rest of the family in the kitchen. Dad asks Billy: What is the greatest power source in the entire world? Everyone is pictured thinking what the answer may be. Each of the children are thinking about things like: high voltage power lines, speeding race cars, nuclear explosions, Niagara Falls. Mom pictures something else; the greatest power on earth that she can imagine is her children kneeling beside their beds saying their prayers. Prayer is the nerve that moves the hand of God. 
A little boy was saying his nightly prayers: Dear God in your infinite wisdom, what is a million years? The voice from above replied: In my infinite wisdom, a million years is like one minute. The little boy persisted: Lord of the universe, in your infinite goodness, what is a million dollars? The voice replied: In my infinite goodness, a million dollars is like one penny. Boy: If that is true, in your infinite generosity, could you grant me one of your pennies?  The voice from above answered: Just a minute. At least the little fellow was persistent. How persistent are you? Billy Graham: Heaven is full of answers to prayers for which no one ever bothered to ask. Have you given up       in an area of your prayer life? How persistent in prayer are you?
Read and reflect on 1 Samuel 1 & 2.  Sing: The Solid Rock every day this week! I included the two missing verses not found in most hymnals. Be encouraged as we are reminded to Stand on the Rock & Persist in Prayer!     1) My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness; I dare not trust the sweetest frame, but wholly lean on Jesus’ name. 2) When darkness veils His lovely face, I rest on His unchanging grace; in every high and stormy gale, my anchor holds within the veil. 3) His oath, His covenant, His blood support me in the whelming flood; when all around my soul gives way, He then is all my hope and stay. 4) When He shall come with trumpet sound, Oh, may I then in Him be found; dressed in His righteousness alone, faultless to stand before the throne.      5) My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness; ’midst all the hell I feel within, on His completed work I lean. 6) I trust His righteous character His council, promise, and His power; His honor and His name’s at stake, to save me from the burning lake. Refrain: On Christ, the solid Rock, I stand; all other ground is sinking sand, all other ground is sinking sand. AMEN! 
