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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
‘Judgement starts at the house of the Lord’ - 1 Samuel Ch 2:12-36
Over the last few years our hearts have fallen and anger risen as report after report of abuse perpetrated by people in authority surfaces. MP’s finances, banking industry taking advantage of position, sexual abuse by celebrities and even worse by clergy – it’s nauseating isn’t it.

But sadly this passage shows that such behaviour is nothing new. In this passage we read of violence and sexual abuse on a massive scale by people who should have known better and it’s such a sad and sharp contrast to the beautiful, godly devotion of Hannah we saw in Ch1 Last week. 

1. The Sins of the Priests

Shiloh was the centre for worship for the Nation of Israel in those days – it was the place people aspired to go, at least once a year if they could. But sadly the worship there was a scandal and had descended into farce.

Everyone knew that the priests who helped the people worship were fed by gifts from the people – they got some of the best portions of every sacrifice that was made! No one had a problem with this – except for those who should have been most grateful – the family of the chief priest. His name was Eli, but he was old and pretty immobile so his sons Hophni and Phinehas did most of the work. Sadly, these men had thoughts only for themselves – their stomachs and their sex drive. It wasn’t enough to have the thigh meat and the best breast meat as God had clearly set out – oh no, they wanted whatever they wanted. And what they wanted they took – by force if necessary. And they thought nothing of taking the very best cuts, with the best and most tasty fat, which belonged to God for themselves. They literally fed on the fat of the land. 
And it wasn’t just the food they took; the women assistants who helped at the worship centre were fair game for them too. And it’s not like they were shy about it, everyone knew it went on, including Eli, the head honcho at the place. They were just brazen in their abuse of position and people. 
The place, the people and the conduct was rotten, everyone knew it! Most importantly, God knew it. He saw and knew exactly what was going on - 2:17 ‘the sin of the young men was very great in God’s sight, for they were treating the Lord’s offering with contempt’.  

We’ll come to that in a moment, but I want to pause and notice the very next verse. 2:18-21. 
2. The Lord’s hand on Samuel

There’s a deliberately sharp contrast drawn here by the writer. Unseen, unnoticed the one who is to be the next leader, in a way the saviour, is being raised up by God.

Though Hannah has left him at the temple (surely an act of great faith in God’s preserving grace given what was going on) she didn’t leave him completely. At home she’d make him new clothes and each year she’d go to Shiloh with a new ‘Ephod’ – significant word because it was the dress of a priest. We’re not told, but I suspect she told and explained to him as he grew up what had happened and why he was there and the significance of the Ephod. I strongly suspect he was aware of something going on with God. And even whilst H & P are heaping guilt on themselves, God is heaping blessing upon Samuel, and Hannah as he grants her more children. 
At v22 the attention goes back to Eli, before flitting briefly back to Samuel in v26. Throughout this sorry saga God is watching over, preserving and raising up the new generation. We should not miss this little details in the story - all is not lost, despite the darkness of the hour. We should remember it for ourselves, in our lives. Sometimes all seems dark, no light in the tunnel, sin and abuse seems to go on unchecked – but God has not left the scene, he’s still their, unsee maybe, but still at work – just as with Hannah, so now with her son. Slowly, gradually working his way to the point where his light will shine. More of that next time. Now sadly we must re-enter the darkness of sin and go back to Eli and his two sons. 
In v22–25 f we see such a sharp contrast between Eli’s parenting skills and Hannah’s! In one breath we see this godly lady nurturing her son, even at a distance, in the next we see the old man Eli half heartedly chiding his sons for their behaviour. Half hearted because he mentions only the immorality issue and nothing about the meat! This is shocking given he’s the boss and this is God’s house and they ‘they were treating the Lords offering with contempt’ – v17. 
I think v29 tells us why he’s so half hearted is his rebuke - he actually enjoyed the stolen meat too! Eli was overweight on stolen offerings. He wouldn’t do what he should because of what he thought he would lose. 
Note to parents to set the right example and standards. Parents/adults don’t drop to children’s level, don’t let them set the standards.
v25 tells us that there was another reason, more serious reason the boys didn’t listen to their father. Not just that he was half hearted – but, and this is incredibly serious, even if he tried he wouldn’t have succeeded. ‘But Eli’s sons wouldn’t listen to their father, for the Lord was already planning to put them to death.’ What this tells us is that even though Eli didn’t think it serious enough to take action, God did. He is angry at what they are doing – abuse against him and others.
3. The Anger of God
Notice what that verse is not saying. It's not saying they wouldn't listen to their father, therefore the Lord put them to death. What it's saying is they wouldn't listen to their father because God had already decided to put them to death; that the time for repentance is past.  They had had passed the point of no return as far as God was concerned. 

How serious is that! God had been seeing what they were doing – remember v17? So the sin of these young men was very serious in the Lord’s sight, for they treated the Lord’s offerings with contempt. These were priests, they knew what they were doing and yet, despite knowing it was wrong, despite plenty of time to repent and change – they didn’t. Finally it got to the point where God said ‘Enough is enough’ and the opportunity to repent and change is gone. The sentence is soon announced by an unnamed prophet – v27. 
This is a most serious thing, to get to a point where God hardens a person’s heart so they cannot change. We don’t hear of it often in scripture but it happens. We read of something similar happening in the church in Corinth - 1 Cor 11:30. People died because of sin! God will not be mocked – especially among the priesthood. And you know that every believer, follower is a priest! We have a great responsibility before God and before the world. It’s a fearful thing and serious thing to deliberately keep on disobeying Gods and so bring disgrace to his name. 

I think this is a scary thing to be honest! I cannot read this without looking at my heart, looking at my life and asking ‘am I one of those people’ Is there sin I cherish, sin that grieves God, sin that hurts the church, sin that harms God’s purposes? 

He’s not a vindictive God, he’s not just waiting to smite people – he’s actually patient and long suffering, not wanting any to perish. But none the less we have this warning here in scripture – and others - that he will not forever put up with actions and behaviours and thoughts in us that we know to be wrong but have no intention of doing anything about. 

Judges showed this clearly and we have it again here at the start of Samuel. Continue to wilfully sin against God and he will act! Maybe, hopefully not as terminally as he did with Eli’s sons, but NT says he’s a Father who disciplines his children so they might learn not to sin. 

The good news is that ‘Today is the day of salvation’, today is the day of rescue, it’s another chance for you to repent and leave your sins – for the first time or the 100th time. If you hear his voice don’t harden your heart, but listen, respond, repent, turn away from them, change.

Prayer: 
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