
The Fall of Eli and the Rise of Samuel 
1 Samuel 2.11-4.1 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Well it’s the classic story that will smash the box office. The tale of how fate turned. 

And in the lowest point, there’s a hinge. Something that begins to turn the tide. 

Something begins to win the war. Something that stops the runaway train. Something 

that changes the fate of a situation. 

Last week, we opened the book of Samuel and we saw a nation not being who they were 

called to be. Israel were spiralling into spiritual darkness with no end in sight. But the 

dawn of hope emerged when Hannah, the barren wife of Elkanah, gave birth to a son 

named Samuel. And in Hannah dedicating Samuel to the LORD for all the days of his 

life, we see the story of Samuel’s birth conclude in triumphant song. A song that’s 

prophetic for the rest of the book: that some will fall and others will rise because their 

lives are in the hands of the LORD. 

And in this triumphant song, we saw that God is faithfully guiding history to give us 

the king we need. And the birth of Samuel signalled that God is working out His 

promise to provide this king who will lead His people to live in His presence according 

to His purposes. It signalled the dawn of hope in the midst of spiritual darkness. 

Overarching Question: But if the way God worked in the birth of Samuel would signal 

the dawn of hope – if the birth of Samuel anticipates a renewal in Israel, then how will 

God bring about this plan? And what role will Samuel have in all this? 



And this is the question that our text asks this evening. How will God begin to work out 

this plan of renewal for Israel? 

 

Application Today: But here’s the thing. This question is the same question that you 

and I ask when we’re feeling spiritually empty. It’s the question we ask when we feel 

that our spiritual life is fading in the darkness of night. How will God give me newness 

of life? 

I feel that I’m losing my battle against sin – so how God, how will you turn this around? 

I feel that I’m too content. There’s not a sin that I can point to that Christ’s putting to 

death in me and there’s not a virtue of Christ that I can point to that God’s transforming 

me into. So how God, how will you revive me? How will you transform me? 

Well as we witness the fall of Eli and the rise of Samuel, we’ll see how God is both 

faithfully guiding history to give us the king we need. But as God’s people who have put 

our trust in Christ, we’ll see how He continually guides us to follow the King we have in 

this broken world. 

 

STORY BOARD. Now as we jump into our text, we’ll see two movements. From verse 11 

to the beginning of Chapter 3, there’s the promise of judgement and the promise of a 

priest. And this will then be followed by the confirmation of judgement and the 

confirmation of a prophet.  

So how will God work to renew Israel? 



 

Hannah. Well when Hannah finishes her song praising God, we see the focus begin to 

shift. And they fade into the background as the focus shifts towards Samuel and Eli. 

Structure of Chapter 2. But rather than just looking at Eli alone, it looks at his sons 

first; it looks at Phinehas and Hophni. And what we see over chapter 2 is not so much 

a narrative of story, but instead a narrative of contrast. So each time we’re given a small 

glimpse of how Samuel’s growing up, it’s followed with detailed picture at Eli or his 

sons – and it moves back and forth between the two. Because what the narrator’s doing 

is he’s having us trace two parallel stories: the fall of Eli and the rise of Samuel. And 

couched within these stories is the answer to how God is working to renew Israel. 

 

Phinehas and Hophni: They did not know the LORD. And so after being told in verse 

11 that Samuel served the LORD in the presence of the priest Eli, the focus shifts 

towards his sons, Phinehas and Hophni. And what we see over verses 12 to 17 is how 

these men abused their position of leadership – and through this, how they opposed 

the LORD and His people. 

And the reason for their wickedness is because they did not ‘respect’ the LORD. But the 

theological meat in the word is missed when the CSB translates the word as ‘respect’ in 

verse 12. Literally, it’s translated that they did not ‘know’ the LORD. They were wicked 

men who did not ‘know’ the LORD. And this phrase, that they ‘did not know the LORD’ 

has echoes from the Exodus – at a time when neither Pharaoh nor Israel knew the 

LORD. And Hophni and Phinehas were just like Pharaoh in Egypt who declared to 

Moses that he would not let Israel go because he didn’t know the LORD. Instead, 

Pharaoh oppressed God’s people and kept them in bondage.  

Now when you read the Book of Exodus, you’ll see that Israel didn’t know the LORD 

either. And what unfolds is that the LORD reveals Himself – or He makes Himself 

known – through either salvation or judgement. Through the softening of hearts or the 



hardening of hearts. And to Pharaoh He made Himself known in judgement, and to 

Israel, He made Himself known in salvation from the bondage of Pharaoh.  

A New Threat. And yet in Israel being redeemed, there emerged a new threat to oppress 

God’s people – and that was from its leaders. Leaders who didn’t know the LORD 

became the new oppressors of Israel. 

NT: Oppresses exist in the church today. You see brothers and sisters, the threat to 

God’s people has never just been from without. It’s never been just external forces, but 

it has also been from within. This was the case for Israel then and it’s no different for 

us today as God’s people today. In Christ drawing us from the world to Himself by His 

death on the cross, we are redeemed. We experience a grander redemption than Israel’s 

passing through the Red Sea as all our sins are washed away forever by the blood of 

Christ. But just as some things have changed a lot in Christ coming, some things 

haven’t changed as much. And between now and His return, Christ gives His people a 

warning. He told His disciples there are ravenous wolves who disguise themselves in 

sheep’s clothing, and the Apostle Paul likewise warned the Church in Ephesus that 

savage wolves will come in and among God’s people. Churches have been torn apart 

because they’ve come under the ungodly leaders. 

The Sins of Hophni and Phinehas. So what were the sins of these wicked priests? 

What were the sins of Phineas and Hophni? 

Well it all centres around the sacrifices made to God. And the sacrifices in the Old 

Testament signified a couple things. You see on the one hand the sacrifice signified 

grace; it should have been me who died at the hands of my sin and yet God has 

graciously provided a substitute.  

But the sacrifice was more than just an acknowledgement of grace. The sacrifice also 

signified fellowship. You see if you were to look once again in the Book of Exodus to the 

items listed in the Tabernacle, you’d see they were the most common household objects 

to furnish a house. A chair for the mercy seat, a table for the bread of presence, and a 

lampstand. And these would be found in the house of the LORD. In other words, the 

Tabernacle was God’s earthly home – or His place where His people could come into His 

presence.  



Well you might be saying, ‘well this is all very well and good, but what does this have to 

do with sacrifice?’ 

Well the sacrifice specified in Leviticus involved a meal.  

The first portion would be for the LORD – and that would be burned up – and then 

there was a portion for His priests, and then there was a portion for His people. And in 

His people eating of the flesh of this sacrifice, it was an acknowledgement that the 

sacrifice brought them into fellowship with God; the sacrifice not only healed 

relationships but it brought men into God’s presence to do life with Him. It was a sign 

that one day there would be a glorious feast – a permanent salvation. And if you’re 

wondering if this has anything to do with the sacrifice of Christ bringing us by faith 

into fellowship with God to one day be seated at the Table of the Bridal Supper of the 

Lamb – well you’d be right.  

[PAUSE] 

But going back to Hophni and Phinehas, what we read in verses 12-16 is how they 

would first routinely prong their fork into the pot to take the portion that belonged to 

God’s people. And it then described how they would routinely take the portion that 

belonged to the LORD – or the raw meat before the fat melted. In other words, as it 

notes in verse 17, Hophni and Phinehas showed contempt toward God and as we’ll see 

soon, they fattened themselves as Israel were starved – and more than being starved of 

food, they were starved of communion with God. These men were wicked. 

And the question that Scripture has us ask is ‘Where is the leader of the priesthood in 

all this? Where’s Eli to stop this evil?’ Where was Phinehas and Hohpni’s dad? [PAUSE] 

Interlude. But before we get there, there’s a brief interlude as we’re taken to see the life 

of Samuel. Because if the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree – we see Elkanah leading 

his family as a godly man should. His family are routinely visiting the temple of the 

LORD. And then something I just love is that before they make their pilgrimage, 

Hannah’s working to make her son a little priestly robe. And if we can just stop here for 

a second and imagine the boy Samuel wearing a little robe and being all priest-like… 

[Pause] It’s very cute.  

But the point to note is that Samuel’s still serving the LORD. You see it’s a narrative of 

contrast and we’re witnessing the rise of Samuel against the fall of Eli. 



And after seeing Elkanah leading as a godly man, and after seeing Elkanah help his 

boy become a godly man – we’re left asking, where’s Eli? Where’s Eli in this picture? 

Surely he saw the way his sons abused God’s people? 

Eli. And so when we return to verse 22, we see Eli confront his sons. And the 

narrator’s careful to note, that Eli was very old. [pause] Where Elkanah was a father to 

his boy at the beginning of his son’s life, we see Eli try to be a father at the end of his 

own life – and Phinehas and Hophni are aged men. And so Eli confronts his two sons 

about their sin and poses with one of the most important questions asked in all of 

Scripture:  

“If one person sins against another, God can intercede for him, but if a person sins 

against the LORD, who can intercede for him?” 

Now of course Eli seems to have missed the first five books in the Old Testament are 

clear that one sin against another is still sin against the LORD. And he seems to have 

missed the book of Leviticus that seeks to answer this very question. But the question 

still stands. 

And they don’t listen to him. They refuse to take heed of his warning because just like 

Pharaoh, God has hardened their heart. And God is about to make Himself known in 

judgement. 

Man of God. And so ordinarily you’d think that if God were to make a judgement, it 

would start with Phinehas and Hophni. But that’s not where it starts. Instead we see in 

verse 27 a man of God come up to Eli.  

Now this man of God is peculiar because throughout Scripture such a man was a 

prophetic figure who lived on the outskirts of Israel. It’s a man who has looked from the 

boundaries of Israel into the nation. And what we see unfold is something of a court 

proceeding as the prophetic words of Hannah are about to come to pass: 

The LORD is a God of knowledge, and actions are weighed by Him. 

And the actions of the house of Eli are on the scale and are about to be weighed by 

God. 

First Testimony Against Eli. And so the man of God begins by establishing a set of 

agreed facts surrounding Eli’s ancestor Aaron at the time of the Exodus. And the point 



of these facts are to establish that Eli and his sons are priests because of the LORD, 

and the LORD had always provided for the needs of his priests. 

Indictment. And these set of facts lead to the charge made: Eli and his whole house 

have opposed God. The sacrificial system was designed to bring God’s people into His 

presence and to do life with Him, and Eli and his sons have despised this system. 

But wait a second you might be asking. Eli wasn’t mentioned in the evil actions of 

Phinehas and Hophni and their servants. Didn’t Eli confront his sons? So why was he 

charged? 

Let me read verse 29, 

“You have honoured your sons more than me, by making yourselves fat with 

the best part of all the offerings of my people Israel.” 

[pause] Eli was complicit in the evil. He may not have been there when his sons and 

their servants took the food, but he was there when the food was eaten. 

The Weakness of Eli. And yet dare I say, but more than Eli being complicit in the evil 

of his sons – more than Eli fattening himself by eating with his sons – what is most 

egregious is the nature of this complicity. So what do I mean by this? 

 Eli fattened himself while objecting to this very sin he fattened himself with. 

He told his sons that to eat of the sacrifice was evil, and yet he still fattened 

himself. 

We’re told that he confronted them when he was very old. And so Eli was too weak of a 

leader to confront their evil when it began. He was too weak of a leader to have them 

step down. And finally when he mustered the courage to speak to them, rather than 

speaking to them on the basis of his own convictions, he instead uses the community 

as a crux to communicate what he feels, saying in verse 24, 

My sons, the news I hear the LORD’s people spreading is not good.” 

And despite having all these convictions, he was too weak of a leader to not participate 

in this sin himself. Let me read verse 29 again that we might hear the full force of the 

LORD’s charge, 



“You have honoured your sons more than me, by making yourselves fat with 

the best part of all the offerings of my people Israel.” 

In Eli participating in something he knew was sin, God says, 

you have honoured your sons more than me. 

And this is where we see the activities in both heaven and earth in operation. Because 

yes, God has sovereignly hardened the hearts of Eli and Phinehas, but who would 

listen to a man with such weak convictions as Eli? 

You see brothers and sisters, the mark of a true leader begins first by not participating 

in what they know is evil in the sight of the LORD, and it then moves to leading others 

to not participate in it themselves. And Eli failed to be a leader for Israel. And to this 

charge, God announces judgement. The entire house of Eli will face destruction: none 

will reach old age, all will die violently, Hophni and Phinehas will die on the same day. 

And so the line of the priesthood through Eli’s house will be no more. It’s an enduring 

message for us brothers and sisters: the fear of man will lead to the judgement of God. 

New Exodus. And yet through this judgement brothers and sisters comes gospel. 

Because in case you missed it, but all these allusions that echo the Exodus from Egypt 

are all communicating to us that there’s a new Exodus at hand. And this isn’t an 

Exodus from those without – it’s not an Exodus from foreign enemies – but it’s an 

Exodus from those within, as the LORD promises to deliver His people from a corrupted 

priesthood. He says in verse 35: 

Then I will raise up a faithful priest for myself. He will do whatever is in my heart and 

mind. I will establish a lasting dynasty for him, and he will walk before my anointed one 

for all time. 

 

Samuel in Preparation. And of course the question this begs to its hearers is ‘is this 

Samuel?’ He has this miraculous origins story, and we’re watching him serve in the 



house of the LORD? We’re watching him grow in favour with the LORD and man. So is 

this Samuel? 

And because we don’t have enough time to get through the rest of Samuel and Kings 

and Ezra and Nehemiah up until Matthew by tonight, the short answer in case you’re 

wondering is no. Yes, we see a type of this priest in the person Samuel, but as we’ll 

discover in a couple weeks from now: he too will fail. And after he fails, we’ll see this 

priestly activity be carried out by David – a man after God’s own heart. We’ll see him 

eat the food of priests, wear the clothes of priests, and practice the sacrifice of a priest. 

It’s as if the one who walks before the anointed one and the anointed one are the same 

person. But David will also fail. And ultimately, about 1000 years from this promise, 

this picture will be fulfilled in Jesus, the king who is also priest. 

 

 

 

 

He will be faithful because in love He has done whatever is on the LORD’s heart and 

mind. And as king, He will save His people through the priestly activity in the sacrifice 

of Himself.  

And God has established a lasting dynasty for Him because He was appointed as priest 

not on the basis of physical descent – like the house of Eli – but on the power of an 

indestructible life that not even death could contain. And in His death and resurrection 

– having been seated at the right hand of God – Christ has given the decisive answer to 

Eli’s ancient question: 

Who can intercede for a person who sins against the LORD? 

And the answer is the LORD in the flesh. You see brothers and sisters, God is faithfully 

guiding history to give us the King we need, and such a king must also be a priest. He 

not only needs to rule us to live according to God’s purposes, but He needs to save us 

to bring us into His presence. And by the sacrifice of Himself, Christ has brought us 

into fellowship with God, and one day we will feast at the Bridal Supper of the Lamb. 



Bookend. And so with the man of God’s promise of judgement and the promise of a 

priest, we read in the first half of verse 1 in chapter 3: 

The boy Samuel served the LORD in Eli’s presence. 

A fitting bookend to 2:11, except this time, Eli is no longer mentioned as a priest. He’s 

no longer a priest in the eyes of God because the fear of this leader has lead to the 

judgement of God. 

And this brothers and sisters gives us the first part of our answer to the question posed 

at the beginning of tonight: how will God work to renew Israel? God has judged the 

leaders who oppress His people. 

 

THE FAMINE OF HIS WORD AND THE CALLING OF SAMUEL 

Famine and Calling. Because when leaders fail, the people suffer. And this is the state 

that we find Israel. So how will God work to renew Israel? We’re told in the second half 

of verse 1 that, 

In those days the Word of the LORD was rare and prophetic visions were not 

widespread. 

In other words, like I noted earlier, more than the house of Eli starving Israel from the 

meat of sacrifice, they’d starved Israel from the Word of the LORD. They’d been starved 

of enjoying God in His presence and they’d been starved of the knowledge of His 

purposes. 

And its here that we move from a narrative of contrast and we pick up the narrative of 

story, and the pace of this story begins to slow down. Rich symbolic imagery fills the 

text as we’re taken into the house of the LORD in the evening. Eli’s described as going 

blind and he’s content to lie in his ‘usual’ place. He’s content to stay just where he is as 

the leader of Israel and so whatever glimmer of hope there is for Israel and its spiritual 

darkness – its fading into the night.  



But not all hope is lost because, as the narrator’s careful to note, the lamp of God had 

not yet gone out. And while it was flickering in the dead of night, there was Samuel and 

instead of lying in the same place as Eli, He’s lying down in the presence of the LORD. 

Now this was just a regular night. It was on a night described as mundane as  just ‘one 

day’. But in persistently placing Himself in the presence of the LORD, the Word of the 

LORD is about to come. So reading from verse 4, 

Then the LORD called Samuel, and he answered, “Here I am.” He ran to Eli and said, 

“Here I am; you called me.”  

“I didn’t call,” Eli replied. “Go back and lie down.” So he went and lay down.  

Once again the Lord called, “Samuel!”  

Samuel got up, went to Eli, and said, “Here I am; you called me.”  

“I didn’t call, my son,” he replied. “Go back and lie down.”  

Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, because the word of the Lord had not yet been 

revealed to him.  

In other words, the LORD had not yet made Himself known to Samuel as the LORD did 

to Aaron in Egypt. So going on in verse 6:  

Once again, for the third time, the LORD called Samuel. He got up, went to Eli, and said, 

“Here I am; you called me.”  

Then Eli understood that the LORD was calling the boy. 9 He told Samuel, “Go and lie 

down. If he calls you, say, ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.’ ” So Samuel went 

and lay down in his place. 

[pause] 

The LORD came, stood there, and called as before, “Samuel, Samuel!” 

The LORD revealed Himself to Samuel. And not since He came to His servant Moses in 

the Burning Bush calling “Moses, Moses” did any of His people hear such an intimate 

call. 

And so Samuel responds,  



Speak, for your servant is listening. 

And God then announces to Samuel the judgement that He decreed to Eli through the 

man of God. 

So it’s the next day and you can imagine that Eli must be wondering what on earth the 

LORD wanted from Samuel. After all, he’s already been told by the man of God that 

God’s going to judge him. And now he finds that the LORD hasn’t spoken to him, but 

he’s spoken to Samuel. And from verse 17 you can hear the nervousness in his voice. 

What was the message he gave you? 

Don’t hide it from me. 

May God punish you and do so severely if you hide anything from me that he told you. 

And despite being afraid, Samuel tells him the judgement of God. Eli and his family are 

condemned and not only have they been condemned, but one of the most frightful 

statements we could ever read in Scripture: the sin of his family will never be wiped out 

by either sacrifice or offering. 

Judgement on Eli’s House: The Second Witness 

And the significance of this can’t be missed because in Samuel standing as a witness, 

God has followed Israelite court law and established two witnesses against Eli. The first 

testified against Eli from the outside-in and now Samuel’s testifying against Eli from 

the inside-out. The judgement is final. And as the rest of the book unfolds, we’ll see all 

of Eli’s house be wiped out.  

So from verse 19, as Eli falls from the picture, Samuel rises to national prominence as 

God fulfills everything Samuel prophesies. And so it’s in this decisive moment that we 

see the fall of Eli and the rise of Samuel through the confirmation of Eli’s judgement 

and the confirmation of Samuel’s prophetic office. 

And as a fitting bookend to verse 1 of Chapter 3. Where under the leadership of Eli, the 

Word of the LORD was rare, now under the leadership of Samuel, the Word of the 

LORD has come to all Israel. 



Message of Text. And it’s here brothers and sisters that we understand how God’s 

working to renew Israel. It’s here that we see how God will faithfully work in the book of 

Samuel and in history to give us the King we need.  

That God brings judgement upon men who are fearful to speak His Word, and He 

brings renewal through leaders who make His Word known. Eli failed to bring the Word 

of God to the evil of his sons, and the abundance of His Word through Samuel is what 

will prepare Israel for a new phase in history. 

 

Take Home Message. And so with this all said… How does this apply to you? What 

can you and I take home from the fall of Eli and the rise of Samuel? How can God work 

renewal in you? And the take home message for tonight is this: when sin abounds in 

you or those around you, the fear of man brings failure, but the abundance of His Word 

brings renewal. When sin abounds in you or those around you, the fear of man brings 

failure, but the abundance of His Word brings renewal. 

 

Questions. So if you’re in a spiritual drought, what will you feed on? Will you watch 

Netflix? Organise home renovations or holidays? Work on your Pinterest layout? What 

will be in abundance when sin abounds in your life? What will an elder do when there’s 

an issue in the church that takes our eyes off the gospel of Christ? Who will be feared 

and what will be in abundance? What should you do when your friend’s a gossip? Will 

you participate in their gossip, will you tell them that other people think they’re a 

gossip, or will you speak to them in love on your firm conviction of God’s Word? What 

should a husband do if his wife’s harbouring bitterness or unforgiveness? And what 



should a mother do when their teenage child hates them for setting up rules and 

boundaries? Will you honour your friend in their gossip more than God? And will your 

wife be renewed by the knowledge of His Word?  

Christ our Champion. But here’s the things brothers and sisters. The reality is that 

when I look at the lives of Eli and Samuel, unfortunately I’m a lot more like Eli than I 

am like Samuel. And in one sense, I can exhort you to be more like Samuel, but even 

he’ll become a failed leader just like you and me. You see, we’re all in need of a leader 

whose fear is not in man but in God, and we’re all in need of a leader who will bring the 

abundance of God’s Word. 

And in Christ, we see the abundance of His Word because He is the embodiment of His 

Word. He is the eternal Word made flesh. And in Christ, we see a leader of meekness 

and not weakness; a leader who was gentle to the Samaritan woman, but firm in 

speaking of her sin. And in Christ we see a leader who was amongst sinners, but who 

didn’t participate in their sins. And in Christ, we see a leader who didn’t have the fear 

of man – who didn’t have an identity fixed in man; but one who instead only feared God 

and whose identity was fixed in God. And in Christ we see a leader who sacrificed His 

own life so that those who partook of Him would be well fed. And so in Christ, we see a 

leader who shows humanity – who shows you and me the beautiful life that God 

designed us to live. And in having already walked down this path – having been, as the 

author of Hebrews writes, having been our forerunner – He bids us to follow in His 

ways. He’s already made it and He says to you and me, “Follow me.” 

And so lest you take home the wrong point brothers and sisters. But if you’re in need of 

spiritual renewal and you’re in need of the abundance of God’s Word – the answer is 

not just to be filled with Scripture more and more. Don’t do the mistake Israel will 

make. But instead come to Scripture more and more to be lead to the one who 

Scripture testifies of. Find rest in humanity’s leader and champion and be abundantly 

filled with God’s Word in Christ.  

So when sin abounds in you or those you love, let the abundance of His Word in Christ 

bring renewal. In other words, let this kaleidoscope of grace in Christ bring renewal to 

you and those around you. 



 

And from there, in the steadfastness and humility of your king, go and be leaders in the 

church, go and be leaders of your children, go and be leaders in your marriage, go and 

be leaders of your own life, and go and be salt and light to a dark and broken world. 

Let’s pray. 


