Behind the Scenes

1 Samuel 2:12-36

Key Verse: 2:35

“I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who will do according to what is in my heart and mind. I will firmly establish his house, and he will minister before my anointed one always.”
Last week, we heard the time recorded in 1 Samuel was a pretty wicked time.  As it is mentioned in the book of Judges, “everyone did as he saw fit.” (Judges 21:25) There really wasn’t any regard for God in most of the population’s heart.  They neither cared about God nor his word.  They all lived it up in wild parties every night, took what didn’t belong to them, and slept with women like there was no tomorrow.  There were many people who had ideas about God, but those ideas weren’t based on any truth, just what people thought.  It really looked like no one cared about God, kind of like today.  Television is filled with shows with students who have sex more than they do homework and all women dress like prostitutes.  Movies are filled with new age nonsense that deifies our planet and tells people to perform silly rituals to get ahead in life.  The term “spirituality” refers to getting in touch with your own spirit.  And the internet has given us a place where we can shirk all responsibility and indulge in our secret lives without recourse.  If you look at what comes out from media and people’s own mouths, it really looks like people don’t care about God.  It’s starting to look like that those who do follow God are an endangered species.  It can be kind of discouraging, but in those dark times, God is usually working behind the scenes.  Even with all its negativity, this passage is a prime example that when times are spiritually dark, God is working to create a brighter tomorrow.

This passage starts out by showing the spiritually dark times.  “Eli's sons were wicked men; they had no regard for the Lord.” (12) Ok, so the general population of the time didn’t care about God, but we would expect that God’s priests would be the lone exceptions.  Unfortunately, like verse 12 says, that was not true.  The Bible calls Eli’s sons, who were the ministering priests, wicked men that had no regard for the Lord.  That’s pretty blunt.  Even the ones whose job was to know God did not care about God.  They were in it for themselves.  Being the priests, Eli’s sons were the ones who were physically giving the offerings.  They would be the ones that would slaughter the animals, pour out the blood, burn the fat on the altar, pray and share the blessing from God.  Now, that’s hard work.  In return for their effort, the priests were to receive the breast and right thigh as their portion (Leviticus 7:31-36).  It was sort of their salary for serving the Lord.  That’s how God laid things out in the Bible. 

However, by Eli’s time, the priests got their salary a little differently. “Now it was the practice of the priests with the people that whenever anyone offered a sacrifice and while the meat was being boiled, the servant of the priest would come with a three-pronged fork in his hand.  He would plunge it into the pan or kettle or caldron or pot, and the priest would take for himself whatever the fork brought up. This is how they treated all the Israelites who came to Shiloh.” (13-14) The priests would send their servant with a fork to the people while they were boiling the meat.  The servant would take the fork and plunge it into the pot and fish around until he got some meat, and that would be the priest’s portion.  That sound’s fair and random, but think about it, if you were going to taste your dinner while it was cooking on the stove, wouldn’t you be looking for the tastiest part?  Wouldn’t you take a fork and look for what you wanted?  A fork in the pot is not random; it’s a calculated ploy to get the best pieces.  The portion that God set aside for the priests was not the tastiest.  The breast of a cow is not where the good meat is.  The good meat is in the rear.  The priests knew that and created this “random” way of getting his portion in order to get the best parts.  And, by Eli’s time, this became commonplace.

Now, Eli’s sons Hophni and Phinehas stepped even further away from God. “But even before the fat was burned, the servant of the priest would come and say to the man who was sacrificing, ‘Give the priest some meat to roast; he won't accept boiled meat from you, but only raw.’ If the man said to him, ‘Let the fat be burned up first, and then take whatever you want,’ the servant would then answer, ‘No, hand it over now; if you don't, I'll take it by force.’” (15-16) Eli’s sons sound like they’re in the mafia.  They were taking the meat before it was cooked, and if anybody wasn’t cooperating, then they would take the meat by force.  “If you don’t hand it over, we’re gonna whack your wife, your kids, your brother and his family, and we’re even gonna whack your dog.  Now had over the meat and no one gets hurt.  Capisce?”  This practice would be similar to a preacher who would be reaching into the people’s pockets before they had a chance to offer anything to God.  It was greedy.  It was wicked.  God had said that the priests would get their assigned portion after it had been cooked and all the fat was burned away, but Hophni and Phinehas cared more about their own tastes than the word of God.  They despised God.  “This sin of the young men was very great in the Lord's sight, for they were treating the Lord's offering with contempt.” (17)

Unfortunately, that is not everything they did; verse 22 also says that Eli’s sons slept with the women that served at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting.  One of Eli’s sons was married and he is sleeping with someone on the side.  Not only that, it happened at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting.  Before the temple was a building, it was a tent.  God’s temple was a tent called the Tent of Meeting.  It was where the nation of Israel would come to meet God.  Plus, the entrance to this tent is a very sacred place.  It was the place where the priests would be consecrated, or dedicated for service to God.  It wasn’t called the Tent of Meeting so that the priests could meet women to sleep with them, but that is what Hophni and Phinehas were doing.  Worst of all, everybody knew about it.  Reports of all their actions came back to their father.  When Eli confronted them, his sons didn’t even care.  They had no remorse and no conscience.  Just like the Bible says, they were wicked men.

Now, Eli did try to plead with his sons to turn away from their actions.  He said to them, “Why do you do such things? I hear from all the people about these wicked deeds of yours.  No, my sons; it is not a good report that I hear spreading among the Lord's people. If a man sins against another man, God may mediate for him; but if a man sins against the Lord, who will intercede for him?” (23-25a) Eli tried to get his sons to see reason.  God is the impartial judge who can mediate between two people, but what happens when you wrong the judge?  If you wrong the judge, there is no hope for you.  There is nothing that you can do.  Eli’s sons needed to make restitution to the judge; otherwise, they were going to hell.  Unfortunately, it was too little, too late.  They had gone so far off the road that God was done trying to get them to turn back and he abandoned them to death. (25b)

It was a dark, dark time in God’s history, but not too different from our own.  There are a number of televangelists who are just trying to get money from people.  They go up on TV and plead for donations for ambiguous causes.  Meanwhile, some of them have Porsches or Bentleys or both and huge mansions.  There were the Catholic priest scandals with the boys.  And very recently, there was a Florida pastor out trying to get publicity for himself and his church by saying that he was going to burn a copy of the Quran.  He was doing so much harm to God’s reputation, all the while parading around on the New York TV scene.  With public figures like these, it’s no wonder that Christians are receiving flak and some people don’t want to be a part of God at all.  There is one thing that my mother remembers about the church from her youth.  She remembers that the church was greedy, extracting money from even the poor, and their greed has soured her heart towards God.  Those evil leaders just dishonor God with every word out of their mouths.

However, what was going on with Eli’s sons did not escape the eyes of God.  Out of nowhere, a prophet came to Eli began rebuking him and telling him what was going to happen.  He starts out by reminding Eli that the Lord chose his family line to serve as priests hundreds of years before to this time.  God gave his family the special responsibility to serve as preists.  And then the prophet says, “Why do you scorn my sacrifice and offering that I prescribed for my dwelling? Why do you honor your sons more than me by fattening yourselves on the choice parts of every offering made by my people Israel?” (29) Even though Eli rebuked his sons, he didn’t do everything in his power to discipline them.  As high priest, Eli should have removed his sons from the priestly office.  If he really thought what they were doing was so terrible, then Eli should have removed his sons from office.  He should have fired them, but he didn’t.  Instead, Eli just let them keep on doing what they were doing.  He loved his sons more than he loved God.

Because of that, God pronounced judgment on Eli’s house.  “The time is coming when I will cut short your strength and the strength of your father's house, so that there will not be an old man in your family line and you will see distress in my dwelling. Although good will be done to Israel, in your family line there will never be an old man.  Every one of you that I do not cut off from my altar will be spared only to blind your eyes with tears and to grieve your heart, and all your descendants will die in the prime of life. And what happens to your two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, will be a sign to you—they will both die on the same day.” (31-34) God is really not happy with Eli and his sons.  God’s plan was to take away the priesthood from Eli’s family and he would make sure that every man in that line would die pretty young.  When Israel would prosper, Eli’s family would be in despair, unable to participate in the joy and prosperity of the times, and that time of grief would begin with the death of Eli’s sons.  They would die on the same day.  That happens in the next passage.  However, Eli’s line continues to serve as priests, but they continue to see tragedy.  King Saul kills many of these descendants at Nob and then end of Eli’s line serving as priests happens in at the very beginning of Solomon’s reign when Abiathar is removed from office.  Hannah’s prayer was quite prophetic.  “Those who oppose the LORD will be shattered. He will thunder against them from heaven; the LORD will judge the ends of the earth.” (10)
There’s a lot of negativity so far; even God seems particularly aggressive.  In Eli’s time, hardly anybody cared about God, not even the priests.  It really did look like God’s kingdom was dying out.  God was the king of the people and the people were wandering away.  Israel, in many ways, looked like the surrounding nations; they weren’t a holy people.  In light of that, you can despair thinking that maybe God doesn’t even exist.  But the wonderful thing about God is that he works even when it looks like he’s not.  Verse 35 says, “I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who will do according to what is in my heart and mind. I will firmly establish his house, and he will minister before my anointed one always.”  When the priesthood was failing, God would raise up his own priest to serve him.  

When Israel was running away from God, God was planning a revival.  You see the seeds of it even in this passage.  In the midst of the evil that Hophni and Phinehas were committing there is a young boy named Samuel.  “But Samuel was ministering before the Lord -a boy wearing a linen ephod.” (18) Even as a boy, Samuel was wearing the clothes of a priest and ministered before the Lord.  God was preparing Samuel to serve him in the way that the priest was intended to serve.  Twice the passage mentions that Samuel was growing before God and verse 26 echoes what is written about Jesus in Luke 2:52.  It says, “And the boy Samuel continued to grow in stature and in favor with the Lord and with men.” (26) And in Luke, “And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.” (Luke 2:52) This is no coincidence.  Samuel is a prototype of Jesus in the priestly realm.  The time was spiritually dark and Samuel would lead the people into a revival all the way to King David’s reign.  The time around Jesus’ life was similarly dark, especially in the corruption in the priestly office.  And Jesus is continuing to lead his people back to God.  

We will see the seeds of this revival as we go along in our study of 1 Samuel.  In it we can see that Samuel is near perfect in that he never seemed to sin against anybody.  At the end of his ministry, he even calls the people to account to testify if he ever did them wrong and the people couldn’t say anything.  He says, “‘Here I stand. Testify against me in the presence of the Lord and his anointed. Whose ox have I taken? Whose donkey have I taken? Whom have I cheated? Whom have I oppressed? From whose hand have I accepted a bribe to make me shut my eyes? If I have done any of these, I will make it right.’  ‘You have not cheated or oppressed us,’ they replied. ‘You have not taken anything from anyone's hand.’” (1 Samuel 12:3-4) Those very seeds start taking root so that in the time of David’s reign as king, God’s presence among his people was very strong.  There were a number of prophets and even King David himself authored portions of the Bible.  It was a time of prosperity and security.  With God’s almighty hand, David protected the people and secured the kingdom of Israel.  God was strong in that time and it was all set up because God was raising up Samuel during the dark times.

God’s seemingly secret working happens all the time. In the beginning of 1740, an American pastor named Samuel Blair commented, “religion lay as it were a-dying and ready to expire its last breath of life in this part of the visible church.”  To him, it looked like the church was dead and people were ignoring God.  But, the funny thing is that that same year the Great Awakening, one of the greatest revivals in history, would begin.  God was working behind the scenes preparing for this massive movement.  He was silent and not even God’s people could see what he was doing, but God was working.  And this awakening provided the seeds to help make America a nation.  In our current environment, where there is bile spilled against Christians on internet comment boards, we might be wondering if Christianity is facing extinction, but God is working in various places.  In Seattle, there is a church that started in 1996 in a house with twelve people.  Today, that Bible-believing and Bible-preaching church has nine-separate campuses with thousands of people attending worship service each week.  Non-believers are being converted to Christians in Seattle.  

Here, this campus has been dry, but it’s been drier.  IIT UBF started as one of the smaller and oft forgotten fellowships of Chicago UBF.  There was M. Deborah and her husband M. Paul, then Bob came and he got married.  Later, Sam came and he got married.  Some people came and went.  Then Mike came and then I came and got married.  Then Johan, Christian, Sarah, Mary, Ison, Peter, Jayoung, Minah, the Yangs, the Kwons, the Shims and it keeps building and growing in ways that we never expected.  We have Moses growing, Jiho growing, our high-schoolers growing and we have had a bunch of new people pop in and out this semester.  We may very well be on the cusp of a new revival.  Just like in the time of Samuel, God will cast out those evil people who mock his name although they say they serve him and replace them with people who are after his own heart.  

It’s tempting to focus on the evil and negative thing that are written in this passage, and it is tempting to sit and complain about or be fearful toward all the evil in the world that is around us.  We can sit and talk about how the world is turning even more violent against Christians, or we can know that God is working and look forward to the change that he is bringing. “I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who will do according to what is in my heart and mind. I will firmly establish his house, and he will minister before my anointed one always.” (35) The Lord is working, preparing something mighty.  He is faithful to his cause and there is no need to fear or despair or complain.

We’ve sent out some people lately.  And each of them has been a vital component to our ministry, but we haven’t many more people come and fill their shoes.  When they left, it has felt like a blow to our ministry.  They went off to serve God elsewhere, but selfishly, it felt like we were loosing out so much.  I thought that it would be better if our bringing in to sending out ration was greater than one, meaning that more new people were coming to Christ than we were sending out to serve elsewhere.  We all know that, up until a couple of months ago, there was little effort on any of our part to bring new people to Jesus.  We all seemed content going about our separate lives.  That bugged me a lot and I think it’s bothered other people, too.  But instead on seeing what’s not being done, which is something that I do more often than I should, this passage shows me that I need to see what God is doing.  Instead of seeing all the ways that we are complacent and disregard God, I need to see the ways that God is building his kingdom.  Matthew 11:12 says, “From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it.”  Even when I cannot see it, God’s kingdom is forcefully moving forward.  I repent that my eyes have not been looking to the Lord my God and seeing his hands working diligently behind the scenes.  He is there raising up people, putting the pieces of the puzzle together and building his kingdom.

Eli’s sons were wicked men, nasty and greedy, but God was training Samuel to serve in their place.  That little boy in an ephod would bring about great change to Israel.  Flash-forward about a thousand years and the same thing would happen on a much grander scale.  Out of the armpit of Israel, a village called Nazareth, a little boy named Jesus was growing into a man that would die on the cross for the sins of humanity and change the course of human history forever.  And now, what good can come from the south side of Chicago?  What good can come from this small campus?  But God is working here, too.  His invisible hand is molding and shaping people, and opening their hearts to hear his words.  Let’s not forget that; let’s not complain; let’s not be fearful.  Our God is faithful to his people.  Our God is faithful to his cause.  Our God is working.
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