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Women  in  the  Bible
Hannah’s  Story  –  From  Barren  to  Blessed

In times of trouble, what we need most is the assurance that God is with us, protecting us and guiding us in a 
bigger plan. Without this we are left bewildered and in despair. Today I want to take us to the story of someone 
who teaches us that God is concerned about every detail of our lives and provides for us, even when our situation 
seems  impossible  to  overcome.

1 Samuel  1 : 4 – 20  

4 Whenever the day came for Elkanah to sacrifice, he would give portions of the meat to his wife Peninnah 
and to all her sons and daughters. 5 But to Hannah he gave a double portion because he loved her, and the 
Lord had closed her womb. 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. 

8 Elkanah her husband would say to her, “Hannah, why are you weeping? Why don’t you eat? Why are you downhearted? Don’t I mean more to you than ten sons?” 
9 Once when they had finished eating and drinking in Shiloh, Hannah stood up. Now Eli the priest was sitting 
on a chair by the doorpost of the Lord’s temple. 10 In bitterness of soul Hannah wept much and prayed to the 
Lord. 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.” 
12 As she kept on praying to the Lord, Eli observed her mouth. 13 Hannah was praying in her heart, and her lips 
were moving but her voice was not heard. Eli thought she was drunk 14 and said to her, “How long will you 
keep   on   getting   drunk?   Get   rid   of   your   wine.” 
15 “Not so, my lord,” Hannah replied. “I am a woman who is deeply troubled. I have not been drinking wine 
or beer; I was pouring out my soul to the Lord. 16 Do not take your servant for a wicked woman; I have been 
praying   here   out   of   my   great   anguish   and   grief.” 
17 Eli answered, “Go in peace, and may the God of Israel   grant   you   what   you   have   asked   of   Him.” 
18 She said, “May your servant find favour in your eyes.” Then she went her way and ate something, and 
her   face   was   no   longer   downcast. 
19 Early the next morning they arose and worshipped before the Lord and then went back to their home at 
Ramah. Elkanah lay with Hannah his wife, and the Lord remembered her. 20 So in the course of time Hannah 
conceived and gave birth to a son. She named him Samuel,   saying,   “Because   I   asked   the   Lord   for   him.”

1 Samuel  2 : 1 – 10

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. 2 There is no one holy like the Lord; there 
is no one beside You; there is no Rock like our God. 3 Do not keep talking so proudly or let your mouth speak 
such arrogance, for the Lord is a God who knows, and by Him deeds are weighed. 4 The bows of the warriors are broken, but those who stumble are armed with strength. 5 Those who were full hire themselves out for food, but 
those who were hungry hunger no more. She who was barren has borne seven children, but she who has had 
many sons pines away. 6 The Lord brings death and makes alive; He brings down to the grave and raises up. 
7 The Lord sends poverty and wealth; He humbles and He exalts. 8 He raises the poor from the dust and lifts 
the needy from the ash heap; He seats them with princes and has them inherit a throne of honour. For the foundations of the earth are the Lord’s; upon them He has set the world. 9 He will guard the feet of His saints, 
but the wicked will be silenced in darkness. It is not by strength that one prevails; 10 those who oppose the 
Lord will be shattered. He will thunder against them from heaven; the Lord will judge the ends of the earth. 
He will give strength to His king and exalt the horn of His   anointed.
There   are   multiple   layers   to   this   story   of   turmoil.

Firstly, there is the larger context surrounding her  story.
One dimension of this larger context, is that this story takes place when there is anarchy in the nation. We read  
the closing verse of Judges 21:28 “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw fit.” The world 
around her was in chaos. I guess ours is too. But as the story unfolds, the Bible tells us that the transition 
of the nation from having regional Judges to getting a king who will unify them to fight the relentless Philistines, begins with Hannah eventually giving birth to Samuel. As the last Judge, he would facilitate the process of 
anointing a king. While some kings were more faithful to God than others, remember that they did not always 
succeed. It’s a warning for us not to look for human “kings”   to   rescue   us  –  but   that’s   a   separate   story.   For   now,   we   take   note   of   the   national   crisis   at   the   time.
I   can   think   of   so   many   ways   it   mirrors   our   own!

Another dimension to this larger context is that of women being barren. And Hannah was barren. Here womb was “closed.” Because God’s activity always forms an integral part of our life, pregnancy was seen as a blessing from   
God   and   barrenness   was   seen   as   a   curse.   Hence, the cultural story surrounding those who were barren was
one of guilt and shame. Furthermore, the culture was built around women being almost totally dependent on 
males (whether it’s a husband, sons or kinsmen), ensuring her future security. Being barren left a woman without 
this   security.   So,   nationally   and   culturally   there   are   influences   that   play   a   role.

This  then  takes  us  to  Hannah’s  personal  story.
We  also  see  that  Hannah’s  personal  story  is  one  of   turmoil.   Let’s   take   a   look: Hannah and Peninnah were the two wives of Elkanah from the priestly tribe of Levi and they lived in a village called Ramah. Ramah is about 8km north of Jerusalem. 

Tradition was that they went to Shiloh, which was about 32km north of Jerusalem, where the tabernacle was, for religious festivals (cf. Joshua 18:1). The tabernacle was a semi-permanent structure for worship before Solomon’s Temple was built. If you want, you can read Leviticus 1-7 which outlines the various sacrifices they offered. 
While some sacrifices were not for human consumption, others were for the priests and some were for the 
person’s   family. Hence, Elkanah shares portions with his family and a double portion to Hannah (1:4–5). Why a double portion? 
Elkanah gives her double the required portion of the offering   in   order   to   display   his   love   for   her   in   spite   of her barrenness. This festival was meant to be a celebratory occasion but instead Hannah’s present distress causes her to weep and she simply cannot eat of the offering. Her barren situation has been reinforced by Peninnah who cruelly rubs it in by ongoing teasing and taunting Hannah. Hannah does not (and really cannot) retaliate because, if Elkanah dies, she is left with nothing and will have to depend on Peninnah’s sons for support.
Try as he may, Elkanah doesn’t quite grasp or understand what she is going through. He probably hasn’t seen the 
teasing going on behind his back and he has tried to show his love by bringing her a double portion. And now, almost “out of the blue” she’s in a heightened emotional state. Where is this coming from? And we see that he 
kind–of misses the point when he says: “Am I not worth more to you than ten sons?” instead of “You are worth 
more   to   me,   so   I   will   ensure   your   welfare.” 
She sits here feeling cursed. She feels rejected. She feels unsupported. Hannah’s tears reveal that she is at her 
wits’   end. 
And then, look at what happens to her initially as she prays. Eli, who was the priest there, ensuring the proper behaviour of the worshippers, was watching her. Initially, he misinterprets her behaviour as she prays. Her prayer 
must have been intensely demonstrative for Eli to think she was drunk. This is a genuine prayer of desperation 
where she needs to know in her heart of hearts she is being truly heard. She has nowhere else to turn. When 
Eli mistakes her behaviour for being drunk or a wicked women (be-liy-ya-’al refers to demonic influence), she respectfully corrects him by explaining her anguish and grief. He quickly changes his attitude and offers her words 
that   convey   God’s   blessing.   His   positive   words   lift   her   spirit   and   she   eats   again.
As the story goes on, we read that “the Lord remembered her” and she conceived a son. By naming him Samuel, 
she would always be reminded that he was given by God; and her promise to offer him as a Nazarite, dedicated 
to the Lord as Samson was. Thus, we see that Hannah finds herself in the company of other barren women like 
Sarai, Rebekah and Rachel who later gave birth to Isaac (Genesis 11:30 & 21:2); Jacob and Esau (Genesis 25:21); and Joseph (Genesis 30:22) respectively. There is also Samson’s unnamed mother (Judges 13:3f) who was initially barren. Hannah would’ve known about them and their miraculous testimonies of eventually giving birth to special children within the will of   God.   Now   she   experienced   that   truth   for   herself. 

What   does   Hannah’s   story   have   to   say   to   us?

 I   learn   firstly   about   the   Place   of   Lament It’s about recognising, but not resigning ourselves, to the 
things that trouble us, the chaos. It happens when we are at the end of our own human resources. Yet I want to 
affirm that it is not a place of hopeless resignation but a longing for a different outcome. Hannah would’ve known 
of the other barren women we read of in Scripture. Her tears, therefore, would not have been those of “accepting 
her lot in life” but yearning for a different outcome. We weep with those who weep, because we join them in their yearning   for   healing   and   wholeness.

Secondly,  I  learn  about  genuinely  heartfelt  prayer.
It’s about the Prayer of Faith. If our life with God is ever going to grow, we must get in touch with the deeper 
parts of our spirit. It is craving for genuine intimacy with God. The occasional kind of prayer (or singing words we 
no longer pay attention to) is not going to cut it! Our prayer life must go beyond the generic, vague prayer read in a 
prayer   book   or   liturgy.

 Thirdly,  I  learn  about  love  seeking  understanding, followed  by  speaking  words  of  encouragement.
Listen to the “Hannahs” who come across our paths, those whose lives are characterised by the descriptive words 
such as a loss of appetite, grief, anguish, downhearted, weeping that litter the text. Think about how we react 
to the painful situations of others. Are we like Elkanah, who fails to grasp the extent of Hannah’s exasperation 
at her situation? Are we not guilty of ignorance whether through deliberately turning a blind eye or simply not 
being exposed to various pain-filled situations? Or like Eli, do we make certain assumptions about the behaviour of 
others. Or, worst of all, do we tease, mock and gloat at the downfall of others as Peninnah did? Some who are in 
pain have been able to raise their voices through protest actions and awareness campaigns. But there are many 
arenas whose voices have not been heard. Their lips may move, just as Eli observed with Hannah, but nobody hears 
what they are saying, for example, the pain of parents of mentally handicapped people; or those in mental hospitals; 
or the shame of families of prisoners; or those displaced and seeking refuge but met with xenophobia; those who 
are bullied at school; etc. How often do we miss the cues of those in anguish or downcast and are left flabbergasted when they “push back” through suicide or violence such as random mass shootings? Or we witness a vehicle accident and assume drunkenness is the cause but it might’ve been someone who had an epileptic attack while driving? Think about social media which is filled with videos of certain behaviour without showing the context that led to it, skewing the perception of those watching.
Only after engaging with and hearing what Hannah is praying for does Eli understand. He is then able to offer 
the assurance that God has heard her prayer and she eats again. She is able to take a step towards recovery and 
ultimately be in a state to bear a son. So today, friends let us learn to practice another pattern of behaviour, one 
of   listening  and  then   speaking   words  of   encouragement   and   assurance.

 When we do that, then we may see the miraculous reversal   of   fortune   God   has   in   store   for   us.
The reversal of fortunes reflected in the song Hannah sings is both personally and nationally prophetic. God has not forgotten about us, leaving us in a hopelessly barren state. She lists examples that can encourage others to find hope 
in   the   Lord. The “horn” being raised is a metaphor from a wild animal carrying   its   head   high   in   triumph; 
the barren who bear seven children, where the number seven is  symbolic  of  wholeness; how  the  Lord  favours  the  underdog  and is  the  ultimate  judge  and  leveller  of  the  playing  field. 
It is a revolutionary song, of changing the oppressive structures  towards  compassionate  and  empowering  ones. 
The   state   of   chaos   and   being  barren   does   not   have   the   final   word!
That is the note I want to leave us on today. As you cry out to God today, be assured that He hears those cries 
and know that a blessed reversal of fortune lies ahead within   His   Kingdom. 
