SERMON SERIES: MORE WILD, WICKED, AND WONDERFUL WOMEN OF THE BIBLE

 “When Giving Up Is A Good Thing”

1st Samuel 1:1-2, 6-11, 19-23

I ran track and cross country in high school.  During my sophomore year, we were about one month into the cross country season when I developed a rather nasty blood blister on my right heel.  Nothing I did could get rid of it.  I told my coach about it and his advice was to “Keep running.  Once it opens up, it’ll be fine.”
Wanting to be a good team player, I did as my coach told me.  I kept on running.  The blister began to hurt so much whenever I put pressure on it that I began to compensate for the pain: if landing on my heel was causing pain, then I wouldn’t use my heel.  I’d just run on the balls and toes of my right foot.  While this was uncomfortable, it didn’t hurt as bad as putting pressure on the blood blister.

I wasn’t about to give up.  There was no way I was going to be seen as the weak link on our team!  “Besides,” I told myself, “I’m tough enough to handle this!”  Well, as you have probably figured out, the toes on my right foot began to hurt.  My parents made two trips to the hospital for x-rays and we discovered I had stress fractures across three of my toes.  I ended up in a walking cast for six weeks, effectively ending my cross country season.  And the thing about this is: I could’ve avoided those fractures if I’d just given up when my body started to tell me something was wrong.
But giving up isn’t something we’re conditioned to do in our society.  It’s not seen as wise or desirable to give up.  It marks us as unreliable, undisciplined—a quitter.  Giving up isn’t something we brag about or tell stories about.  We don’t put it on our resume to impress people.
But just like my cross country experience, there are times when giving up is a good thing.  Our Scripture today points us in this direction.  Let’s turn to 1st Samuel 1. We’re going to be looking at a series of verses from this chapter.
Today marks the beginning of a new sermon series entitled “More Wild, Wicked And Wonderful Women Of The Bible.”  We did a series like this in May 2016 and there was a lot of good response to it.  So for the next four Sundays we’re going to be looking at some more wild, wicked and wonderful women.  So let’s get started with 1st Samuel 1:1-2: There was a man named Elkanah who lived in Ramah in the region of Zuph in the hill country of Ephraim.  He was the son of Jeroham, son of Elihu, son of Tohu, son of Zuph, of Ephraim.  Elkanah had two wives, Hannah and Peninnah.  Peninnah had children, but Hannah did not.
Elkanah had married Hannah because he loved her deeply.  However, Hannah suffered from barrenness—the worst possible condition for a woman of that time.  It was most likely her inability to have children that caused Elkanah to take a second wife.
Now of course, having multiple wives was not God’s ideal for marriage.  Genesis established that marriage was one man and one woman.  But because of political and economic considerations, multiple marriages in Old Testament times were not unusual.  We see in Scripture that Jacob, David and Solomon all had more than one wife.  But more than one wife in the household doesn’t bode well...  Let’s pick up in 1st Samuel 1:6-8: So Peninnah would taunt Hannah and make fun of her because the Lord had kept her from having children.  Year after year it was the same—Peninnah would taunt Hannah as they went to the Tabernacle.  Each time, Hannah would be reduced to tears and would not even eat.  “Why are you crying, Hannah?” Elkanah would ask.  “Why aren’t you eating? Why be downhearted just because you have no children?  You have me—isn’t that better than having ten sons?”
I’m sorry men, but ladies: doesn’t that sound exactly like something a guy would say?  Totally clueless!

Even though Elkanah was a bit lost when it came to his wife’s delicate emotional state, we do know that he was a religious man because he took his family to Shiloh every year to offer their sacrifice before the LORD.  And during this pilgrimage, we’re told that Peninnah—the second wife—mistreated Hannah even more than usual.  Anyone who has ever gone on a vacation with their in-laws can get a good idea of how this might have played out every year, amen!
Finally, Hannah had taken all she could handle!  She took advantage of her remaining hope: she prayed to the LORD.  Isn’t that just like us a lot of the time?  We try all our own devices, ideas and plans, and then finally go, “Oh, I should have prayed first.”  So back in 1st Samuel 1:9-11:  Once after a sacrificial meal at Shiloh, Hannah got up and went to pray.  Eli the priest was sitting at his customary place beside the entrance of the Tabernacle.  Hannah was in deep anguish, crying bitterly as she prayed to the Lord.  And she made this vow: “O Lord of Heaven’s Armies, if you will look upon my sorrow and answer my prayer and give me a son, then I will give him back to you. He will be yours for his entire lifetime, and as a sign that he has been dedicated to the Lord, his hair will never be cut.”
Hannah vowed that if God would grant her a son, she would offer him back to the LORD.  Her son would become a nazarite—one who was set apart all his life for God’s work.  Upon returning home after their pilgrimage, God remembered Hannah’s prayer and she became pregnant and gave birth to a son she named Samuel.  Picking up in verse 21 we read, The next year Elkanah and his family went on their annual trip to offer a sacrifice to the Lord.  But Hannah did not go.  She told her husband, “Wait until the boy is weaned.  Then I will take him to the Tabernacle and leave him there with the Lord permanently.”  A year passed.  And it was time for the family to return to Shiloh.  However, Hannah asked permission to stay behind.  She wasn’t in any hurry to give up her precious gift.  Keep in mind that she’d been pregnant most of the year between trips to Shiloh.  It’s likely that Samuel was only two or three months old in verse 21.  Hannah wanted to wait until Samuel was weaned.  In Old Testament times, Hebrew women generally nursed a male child until he was between two-to-three years of age.

And yet every time she cuddled her son--every time she fed him--every time she watched him sleep—she was reminded of her vow to God.  She didn’t want to give him up, but yet she knew she had to let him go.  We’re not surprised she was reluctant.
All of us at one time or another have had the experience of holding a baby.  We love the way they smell after a bath: their skin softened by lotion; tiny hands and face covered with powder; their hair silky and clean.  We love the feel of them in their fuzzy terrycloth jumpers, and how they snuggle their faces into our necks.  We love to see that first grin and hear that first laugh.  These are the sort of things I’m sure Hannah felt as well.  They made her tell her husband, “Honey, please let me wait.  Just give me a little more time with him.”  Her reaction to giving up her child was perfectly natural.
Of course, both of them knew the seriousness of a vow made to the God.  It wasn’t to be taken lightly, and that’s why Elkanah said, “Whatever you think is best…  Stay here for now, and may the Lord help you keep your promise.”  And somehow Hannah found the courage and strength to do that.  She took Samuel to Shiloh and gave him to Eli the priest.  This couldn’t have been easy.  In fact, it was probably the most devastating, traumatic thing she would ever do.  But Hannah knew deep in her heart that fulfilling her vow was important.  She came to understand that giving up is a good thing.

As Christians, we need to practicing giving up on a regular basis.  Some things we turn over to God when we become Christian: our sins, our failures, bad relationships, poor choices.  But often we think that’s the extent of it, when in fact it’s really only the beginning.  We’re called to surrender to God on a daily basis.
When we come to realize that God will take all the bad stuff in our lives and give us a new start, we’re pretty thrilled about that!  What’s harder to give up—as Hannah found out—is what we love.  I wonder: when was the last time we willingly surrendered to God those things which we love most?  Have we surrendered our talents and skills for his use?  Have we surrendered our homes or our money to be used for his glory?  How about where we will go to college or where we will retire?  When was the last time we considered giving the Lord our goals and dreams?  These are things which we love—and which we’re extremely reluctant to give up.
But when we do surrender that which we love, beautiful things start to happen--because God always has something greater in store for us than what we plan for ourselves.  Look at Hannah: she could’ve held onto Samuel and refused to honor her vow.  Who knows what the outcome would’ve been?  We do know that Samuel would’ve grown up in a very dysfunctional family.  Instead, God used Samuel to usher in a whole new era for Israel.  It was Samuel who would grow up to anoint Saul--and then David--as King of Israel.  When we surrender to God’s will and plan, he does more than we ever could on our own.
Is giving up easy?  Is it simple?  Let’s be real: Of course not!  It’s never easy to surrender something we love.  But it is simple.  We start by listening to what the Spirit of God is speaking to our hearts and minds.  The Holy Spirit will reveal things we need to surrender if we’re truly listening and truly desire to do God’s will.  More often than not God will ask us to surrender something we care about or want deeply because it is hindering our relationship with him.  Remember: God does not share his glory with idols.  But because he is a gracious and loving Father, he understands our struggles in giving things up.  He, too knows how hard it is to give things up.  He gave up his only Son—willingly surrendering Jesus for our redemption.  God does understand.  That’s why he takes what we lovingly offer and he does marvelous, unbelievable, powerful things with them.
On Mother’s Day--when we celebrate the women who have surrendered and given up on our behalf—we’re reminded of the constant, abiding love of God.  When we think about our mothers, we’re reminded of the compassion and encouragement that God showers upon us.  Author and teacher Elizabeth Stone is quoted as saying: “Making the decision to have a child is momentous.  It is to decide forever to have your heart walking around outside your body.”  Hannah surrendered her heart to God, and we are the hearts of our mothers, walking around outside their bodies.  They were willing to give up for us.  In what ways will we honor their decision, sacrifice and commitment by doing the same for someone else this week?

Sometimes giving up really is a good thing.  Amen.
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