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Florida State Coach, Bobby Bowden (picture) liked to inspire his teams with parables. One of Bowden’s favorite stories 

centered on his playing days in college baseball. Bowden had never hit a home run until one day he hit one down the 

right-field line, into the corner. Seizing the opportunity he rounds first, and glances over to the third-base coach. He 

turned at second, was halfway to third, and the coach was still waving him on. Coming down the stretch with the focus 

of an Olympic sprinter, Bowden hits home plate. He had his first home run. There were high fives all round from his 

teammates. 

  But then in the midst of the celebrations, the pitcher took the ball, threw it to the first baseman, and the umpire called 

him out. Retelling the story Bowden reminded his players: “If you don’t take care of first base, it doesn’t matter what 

you do.” “If you don’t take care of first base, it doesn’t matter what you do.” Or as Abbott & Costello (picture) asked: 

Who’s on first?  

  Some things must be first. They must have priority or everything else in life is out of sync. First base is vital. It’s the 

truth fleshed out in 1 Samuel 2:11-36. Everyone has a first base. The question is: Who has first place in your life? What’s 

first in your heart? It’s the point God makes in the key verse of this passage, verse 30: “For those who honor Me I will 

honor, and those who despise Me shall be lightly esteemed” God simply asks: “Am I first?”  

  One of the great themes of Scripture is that God blesses the righteous and judges the wicked. We see this from the 

opening chapters of Genesis, right through the parables and teachings of Jesus, up to the last judgment in the book of 

Revelation. We find it here in 1 Samuel. God always blesses those who put Him first!  

  This narrative alternates back and forth between the evil sons of Eli and the boy Samuel. In some ways they’re similar. 

They’re all brought up at Shiloh under Eli’s supervision. All three serve at the tent of meeting. That’s where the 

similarities end. The author of 1 Samuel regularly places before us the dramatic contrast between the behavior of Eli, his 

sons Hophni and Phineas and the behavior of Samuel. This chapter artfully alternates between the practices of Eli’s vile 

sons and the righteousness of Samuel and his family. It switches between Samuel and the others so we note the sharp 

differences.  

 Who’s on first? makes all the difference? It’s a question we each must answer: “Who’s #1 in my life?” If you miss first, 

you’ll never make it Home safe. So, as we work through this passage, please prayerfully come before the Lord and ask: 

“Lord, Who’s on first in my life?” If you’re taking notes.  

 

1. Who’s on first? For Hophni and Phinehas it was self, vss. 12-17. Horrifying! Abominable! Despicable! Those are 

words that should be used to describe these two priests. It used to be that religious scandals were shocking. That’s not the 

case today. Church leaders who have done vile things are continual headlines. Many of them we respected, we listened to 

preach, we bought their books. But in the end we watched them come crashing down in a mass of spiritual carnage.  

  It’s why we need to pray for pastors and church leaders. Please pray for me. Pray for James, Gary and our Deacons. 

None of us are above the vilest of sins.  Satan cackles in delight when spiritual leaders crash and burn.   

  What Hophni and Phinehas do should nauseate us. Do you remember the news report of a woman being robbed in a 

church in Tennessee. This 78-year-old woman had gone to the prayer meeting at Hilldale Baptist Church (picture) in 

Clarksville back in February. Four women walked into the church sanctuary. After a short conversation, one asked the 

elderly victim to pray with her. While they’re praying, a second woman rummaged through the victim’s purse, stealing 

her wallet. Three of the perpetrators were later seen exiting Sam’s Club after they used the victim’s credit card. That’s 

similar to what Hophni and Phinehas are doing.  

  They’re described as “worthless men.” The King James calls them “sons of Belial.” Though the meaning of Belial is 

debated, it has the sense of utter destructiveness. When coupled with “sons of” and “they did not know the Lord,” the 

picture is one of unrestrained thugs.  

  1 Samuel 2 is not unlike our day. This is a transitional book from the times of the Judges to the monarchy. Judges 21:25 

ends with, “In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” 

  God’s Word teaches transcendent moral absolutes. If there are no absolutes, anything goes. How can you say something 

is wrong if there are no moral absolutes? It’s only your opinion. The guy with the bigger club wins.  

  It’s what’s happening in Ukraine. Putin (picture) doesn’t function from absolutes. Lying, murder, invasion – how can 

someone say they’re wrong if there are no moral absolutes? It’s all subjective and relative.  

  What’s the basis for saying anything is evil? To conclude that anything is wrong, we must have absolutes. This is where 

western civilization generally and America specifically are headed, a world without absolutes. Without transcendent 

moral absolutes it’s a Mad Max world (picture). Without moral absolutes those women in Tennessee weren’t stealing. 

They were merely re-allocating funds from the elderly woman’s wallet to their own pockets.   



  The writer wants to get our attention with, “they did not know the Lord.” They worked in the tabernacle. They worked 

with the things of God. But they didn’t know God. It was a job. It wasn’t personal or experiential.  

  Barna reports that half of America’s Protestant pastors, 51%, don’t believe the Bible. Hophni and Phinehas would have 

fit right in. Though religious leaders they didn’t believe God’s Word. No wonder Israel’s spiritual state at the time was 

represented by Hannah’s barren womb.  

  All of this was in spite of the fact that they were priests. They were surrounded by the message of the tabernacle. 

Everywhere they looked, the message was death for sin. Animals were always dying, picturing the death of the one who 

offered them. It’s inconceivable that Hophni and Phineas could be surrounded by this message and miss it. They didn’t 

know the Lord.  

  “Knowing the Lord” is a powerful expression. It helps us see that a right relationship with God is not a moral one, it’s a 

personal one. While God is concerned with our morals, His most profound concern is whether or not we are personally 

connected to Him by faith. Is God a living reality in our hearts? Have we committed our lives in faith to His Son? That’s 

what “knowing the Lord” means. The sons of Eli didn’t know God.  

  They were irreverent, “Thus the sin of the young men was very great in the sight of the Lord, for the men treated the 

offering of the Lord with contempt.” What were they doing? Worshipers under the old covenant had detailed rules 

regarding sacrifices. Hophni and Phinehas devised their own system to pilfer the offering. When a worshiper was 

cooking his portion of the peace offering, a priestly servant appeared with a barbecue fork in hand.   

  The Mosaic Law provided the priests with a proper portion of such a meal, but here the Shiloh fork man took more than 

his share. They were greedy and lazy. They didn’t do this evil themselves, but sent a henchmen. And it gets worse – the 

servant demanded uncooked meat before the fat is burned off and threatened to take it by force. If someone resisted, 

they’re manhandled.  

  The Law reserved the fat portions to the Lord to be consumed in the sacrificial fire. Even the laity were shocked at this 

grievous act by the priests. They were robbing God and causing worshippers to not want to worship. It caused 

“contempt” toward sacrifice and worshipping the Lord.  

  One can only imagine the negative impact of all this on the worship of God. Godly Israelites making the annual trek to 

Shiloh to worship at the tabernacle do not find devout priests who facilitate worship, but devouring priests who frustrate 

worship. Such irreverence no doubt caused some to give up entirely on their attempt to worship at the tabernacle.  

  How horrible when a man with God-given authority wields that power for personal gain! Such intense betrayal not only 

destroys our trust in that person, it rattles our trust in the institution as a whole and makes it difficult to trust a spiritual 

leader for fear of suffering betrayal again. J. Keith Miller (picture) nailed it, “Sin is the universal addiction to self that 

develops when individuals put themselves in the center of their personal world in a way that leads to abuse of others and 

self. Sin causes sinners to seek instant gratification, to be first, and to get more than their share - now.”  

  They were immoral, vs. 22, “Now Eli was very old, and he kept hearing all that his sons were doing to all Israel, and 

how they lay with the women who were serving at the entrance to the tent of meeting. ” Hophni and Phinehas were 

leaders. There will always be those infatuated with leaders. Apparently, there were women who wanted to be close to 

God and stayed close to the tabernacle. They used those who came to worship as prostitutes.  

  Personally, I’m thankful for #MeToo. Though it hasn’t stopped it, men in power through the ages have taken advantage 

of subordinates for their own lust. Apparently, that was the case with these two. The wording suggests that these women 

were conscripted for service. Maybe they had a system where women rotated to serve. We’re not sure. We are sure that 

Hophni and Phinehas used service to the Lord to feed their sinful sensuality. 

  While their father, Eli, could ignore their abusing the sacrifice, this was too much for him. They’d turned the tabernacle 

into a brothel. Their greed had gone beyond roast meat. That’s the way it always is with lust. The beast must be fed more 

and more. They violated these women and in doing so, the place of worship was itself violated. When the spiritual 

leaders are evil, it lowers the spiritual temperature of the nation.  

  Verse 25 should frighten us. “But they would not listen to the voice of their father, for it was the will of the Lord to put 

them to death.” Their continued sin and spiritual hardness had finally made them enemies of God. This is tough stuff. 

Scripture teaches that there’s a spiritual tipping point when someone resists God and willfully sins. John Wesley 

(picture) said, “They had sinned away their day of grace.”  

  The classic biblical example is Pharaoh when the Israelites were under his rule. God sent Moses to urge Pharaoh to let 

Israel go, but he refused. The Bible comments on the process in two ways. It says that Pharaoh hardened his heart (Exod. 

7:13, 8:15) against God’s request; and it says that God hardened Pharaoh’s heart (Exod. 9:12, 10:1, 20, 27). Both are 

true.  

  God does not harden hearts initially. He does not arbitrarily pick on neutral people and force them to do His bidding 

against their personal choices. God acts like more like the sun acts in hardening clay. People make choices that are 

wrong and God confirms them in their choices.  



  Once someone decides to rebel against God, He sometimes harden them in that posture for purposes of His own. He 

acts indirectly, using their own decisions for His own ends. Their choices become God’s choices. Though God doesn’t 

force their compliance contrary to their desires, He does make use of their decisions in achieving His will and plan. As 

He told Pharaoh, “For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I may show My power in you, and that My name may 

be declared in all the earth” (Rom. 9:17).  

  Romans 1 unpacks this same truth. This is why it’s critical that if the Holy Spirit is moving in your heart and drawing 

you to salvation, that you come to the Lord then and there. Salvation in the Bible is always spoken of in the present 

tense. No one is certain about tomorrow. The more someone resists the Lord, the harder their heart grows and the easier 

it is to resist Him. There comes a point where it’s too late. They’ve passed the point of no return.  

 

2. Who’s on first? For Samuel it was the Lord, vss. 11, 18-21, 26.  

  Leonard Ravenhill (picture) tells about a group of tourists visiting a picturesque village while on a European trip. As 

they walked around the quaint little town, one of the tourists saw an old man sitting on a park bench. In a rather 

patronizing way, the tourist asked, “Were any great men born in this village?” The old man looked up and calmly 

replied, “Nope, only babies.” A condescending question produced a profound response.  

  Great men and women are not born, they’re made. They learn and acquire skills. They develop and mature. In a word, 

they grow. They’re cultivated. God expects His servants to grow. God expects Christians to grow.  

  We’re shocked that Hannah left Samuel with Eli after he was weaned, when he’s maybe three or four years old. But 

Hannah doesn’t just leave Samuel at the tabernacle or with Eli, she leaves him with Hophni and Phinehas. Don’t you 

think that she knew that they were profligates? Absolutely! Eli rebuked them because their evil was so commonly 

known.  

  Samuel must learn to stand alone! One of the greatest gifts you can give your children, one of the greatest things we can 

be part of here at church – is to train children to stand alone. Search the Bible for yourself and you’ll see God 

consistently used those who knew how to stand alone.  

  Well-meaning Christian parents must understand there is a major difference between isolation and incubation. Many 

parents attempt, by isolation, to protect their children. They don’t realize they’re harming them. Eventually those 

children must move out into adulthood. If a child is isolated from this world until they leave the home as an adult, 

they’re unready to face the world. Too many end up as spiritual casualties.  

  We need to understand that Hannah didn’t leave Samuel because she trusted Hophni and Phinehas, or even Eli. She left 

Samuel because she trusted God.  

  She knew that God’s incubators are not always safe but they’re always good and productive for what God wants to 

develop. God’s incubators are designed to produce what He wants in our children. While parents must be wise, you can’t 

infinitely protect your children. Even if you isolate your children from all of the world’s influence and all the sinners out 

there…they still live with sinners. They live with YOU.  

  Though they left Samuel in Shiloh, they journeyed back each year. Hannah annually made an ephod for him. They 

prayed and blessed their son and trusted God. And God used a priest who’d blown it with his own sons in the life of 

Samuel to cultivate a love for the Lord in his heart. 1 Samuel 2:11, “And the boy was ministering to the Lord in the 

presence of Eli the priest.” 

  In verse 21 we find Samuel growing up in the Lord. Verse 26, “the boy Samuel continued to grow both in stature and 

in favor with the Lord and also with man.” Who’s doing this? Who’s bringing about this growth? God is. 

  What’s God’s goal for your children? What does He want to bring about in their lives? Tim Kimmel (picture) in his 

book, Grace Based Parenting writes: “You may not want to hear this but raising safe Christian kids is a spiritual 

disaster in the making. Your effort will produce shallow faith and wimpy believers.” He goes on to say, “Kids raised in 

an environment that stresses safety are on track to be evangelical pushovers. They will tend to end up either overly 

critical of the world’s system to the point where they won’t want anything to do with people in the world’s system, an 

idea that comes directly from Satan’s playbook. Or they will become naive about the world’s system which ultimately 

makes them putty in Satan’s hands.  

  He chews up these kind of people like they are spiritual McNuggets and swallows them whole. When they are finally 

confronted with a full thrust of the world’s system as young adults, few know how to turn it into an opportunity for 

spiritual impact.” 

  That’s hard stuff for a parent, isn’t it? We want to protect our kids. But God wants to develop a heart that seeks Him 

first. That kind of heart can only be developed through the fire, by testing. So God’s incubators include trials, struggles, 

temptation, problems and persecution. 



  God knew Samuel would face many, many challenges in the days ahead. The only way to prepare him was to test him 

early. Growth seldom makes any noise. God is growing His new leader. He works in Samuel to develop a personal faith, 

not a borrowed faith from his parents.  

  Our responsibility as parents is to prepare our children to live in a world that’s hostile to God and His values. The text 

seems to indicate that though Hannah was not directly involved in Samuel’s life, her influence and no doubt prayers 

made a difference even from afar. 

  Samuel demonstrates that Christians can faithfully serve the Lord in terrible environments. Too many of us rationalize 

our sinful choices because of our environment. “If I only I worked in a place where there were more Christians, I’d live 

for the Lord more.” You’ve forgotten that wherever you are, there’s still you. Sin is not environmental. Serving the Lord 

is not environmental. It’s a personal choice and comes from dependence on God.  

 

3. Who’s on first? For Eli it was his sons, vss. 27-36. John Calvin (picture) said, “The human heart is a perpetual idol 

factory.” 

  Eli loved the Lord. The problem was that God wasn’t his first love. He honored his sons and put them before God. It 

probably started when they were small. There’s no mention of Mrs. Eli. Maybe Mom had died. Eli had a hard time 

saying, “No.” He’s the classic passive parent. Maybe he wanted them to like him or to be their hero. Ultimately, they have 

no respect for him or God.  

  Therapist and mother Lori Gottlieb (picture) says that parents who are obsessed with their children’s happiness may 

actually contribute to their becoming unhappy adults. These parents coddle their children and do not equip them to deal 

with the real world. They look the other way when their children do wrong and neglect disciplining them. Sadly, passive 

Dads like Eli are epidemic. Very few men are spiritual leaders in their own homes.  

  Parents, you’re called by God to be your child’s parent, not their buddy. When they’re growing up, you must prepare 

them to submit to authority. If they don’t learn to submit and obey you, they’ll have difficulty in the future with teachers, 

employers, law enforcement and God. They’re healthy future depends on you having a backbone.  

  While Eli couldn’t change their hearts, as high priest it was his responsibility to remove them from office and replace 

them with godly priests. He failed. Being a parent, being a leader means doing the hard stuff. 

  Parents today who may feel that they’ve failed in raising their children should redeem the remaining time praying for 

their repentance and seeking to influence for godliness their grandchildren.  

  There’s a play on words here. Though Eli heard about their evil acts, his sons would not hear him.  

  It’s noteworthy that while Eli rebukes them for their immorality, he doesn’t say anything about their abusing the 

sacrifice. Maybe he shared in the benefits of their evil. It was an early Grub Hub where extra groceries appeared at the 

house. Eli loved steak and didn’t want to ask too many questions. The text also tells us that he was very heavy.  

  We foolishly think that idols are statues of wood or stone (pictures). American Idol is not just a TV show. It’s often our 

reality. We struggle with letting our idols take God’s place in our hearts. Our idols can be our child or our spouse. It can 

be time or money. It can be our job or a hobby. It can be ourselves. It’s anything that we don’t want to surrender to God. 

It’s anything that has first place in our heart before God. 

  God will hold us accountable. God sends an anonymous prophet to remind Eli that God had chosen his family to be 

priests. He reminds Eli of the past and how gracious God was in giving his family the priesthood. God’s gifts include 

responsibility to use them well. This prophet then deals with the present and that Eli failed to discipline his sons. It will 

bring about a tragic future. Eli and his family will lose it all. God loved Eli. God though is the faithful parent who 

disciplines His children.  

  Ours is an irrational day. Never before in the history of humanity has a civilization made a point of hating 

accountability. Nearly every news story of a crime being committed is sure to end with some sort of reference to an 

explanation of why the criminal isn’t responsible for his/her actions. But God is just and holds us accountable for our 

choices.  

  As Christians, we’re forgiven. All of our sins were paid for on the cross. Our salvation is secure. If though we rebel 

against God, in love, He will correct us. God knows that the worst thing that can happen to a believer is to live in 

disobedience and sin. Hebrews 12:6 says, “For the Lord disciplines the one He loves, and chastises every son whom He 

receives.” 

  That’s what God does with Eli. Both sons will die on the same day. His family will lose the priesthood. As they had 

benefited off the priesthood, in the future their descendants will struggle with poverty. It took eighty years but during the 

reign of King Solomon it all came true. God’s Word always happens. It’s not a maybe. It’s a sure thing.  

  God’s word to Eli is a sober reminder to us as a church that we must remain faithful to God to stay under His blessing. 

God will accomplish His plan with or without us. If we’re faithful, we can enjoy the wonderful blessing of being used by 

God to glorify Him. If we honor God, He will bless us!  



  This passage is a vivid illustration of what Hannah sang about earlier. God raises up the humble and humbles the proud. 

He takes lowly Samuel and begins to exalt him. He takes the arrogant sons of Eli and humbles them.  

  God always gives us hope. “Those who honor Me I will honor… And I will raise up for Myself a faithful priest, who 

shall do according to what is in My heart and in My mind” (vs. 30 & 35). We’re not sure who the faithful priest is. 

Samuel would fit. In King Solomon’s day God will abandon Eli’s family and a new line of priests will step in with the 

family of Zadok.  

  We must be careful where we put our hope. If we hope in man, we’ll always be disappointed. Our one true hope is the 

Lord Jesus. This divine resolution can only be ultimately fulfilled in the coming of Jesus, God’s true High Priest. 

Whenever we consider the roles given Israel’s priests, we must realize Jesus is the One who truly performs and fulfills 

the sacred office.  

  The priest was to present the sacrifice for sin. Jesus is the true sacrifice and died as the sacrifice for our sins on the 

cross. Priests were to burn incense which represented intercessory prayer. Jesus ministers to us today by praying for us 

before His Father’s throne.  

  Jesus is the true and eternal Priest who bears all of His redeemed on His heart and secures their place in glory, having 

engraved their names on the palms of His hands (Isaiah 49:16).  

 

Conclusion: Those who honor Me I will honor. Samuel honored the Lord from an early age and God blessed him for it. 

God wants to bless us. We must though choose to obey and honor Him. So who are you honoring? Who’s on first in your 

life? Pediatrician David Cerqueira shares a story of how a dying girl showed his church how to honor the Lord. He 

writes:   

  One Sunday my wife had prepared a lesson for the children of our church on being useful. She taught the children that 

everyone can be useful—that usefulness is serving God, and that doing so is worthy of honor.  

  The kids quietly soaked up my wife's words, and as the lesson ended, there was a short moment of silence. [A little girl 

named] Sarah spoke up. "Teacher, what can I do? I don't know how do to many useful things."  

  Not anticipating that kind of response, my wife quickly looked around and spotted an empty flower vase on the 

windowsill. "Sarah, you can bring in a flower and put it in the vase. That would be a useful thing." Sarah frowned. "But 

that's not important." "It is," replied my wife, "if you are helping someone." Sure enough, the next Sunday Sarah brought 

in a dandelion and placed it in the vase. In fact, she continued to do so each week. Without reminders or help, she made 

sure the vase was filled with a bright yellow flower, Sunday after Sunday.  

  When my wife told our pastor about Sarah's faithfulness, he placed the vase upstairs in the main sanctuary next to the 

pulpit. That Sunday he gave a sermon on the honor of serving others, using Sarah's vase as an example. The 

congregation was touched by the message, and the week started on a good note…During that same week I got a call from 

Sarah's mother. She worried that Sarah seemed to have less energy than usual and that she didn't have an appetite. 

Offering her some reassurances, I made room in my schedule to see Sarah the following day. After Sarah had a battery of 

tests and days of examinations, I sat numbly in my office, Sarah's paperwork on my lap.  

  The results were tragic. Sarah had leukemia. On the way home, I stopped to see Sarah's parents so that I could 

personally give them the sad news. Sarah's genetics and the leukemia that was attacking her small body were a horrible 

mix. Sitting at their kitchen table, I did my best to explain to Sarah's parents that nothing could be done to save her life. I 

don't think I have ever had a more difficult conversation than the one that night… 

  Time pressed on. Sarah became confined to bed and to the visits that many people gave her. She lost her smile. She lost 

most of her weight. And then it came, another telephone call. Sarah's mother asked me to come see her. I dropped 

everything and ran to the house. There she was a small bundle that barely moved. After a short examination, I knew that 

Sarah would soon be leaving this world. I urged her parents to spend as much time as possible with her. That was a 

Friday afternoon.  

  On Sunday morning church started as usual. The singing, the sermon—it all seemed meaningless when I thought of 

Sarah. I felt enveloped in sadness. At the end of the sermon, the pastor suddenly stopped speaking. His eyes wide, he 

stared at the back of the church with utter amazement. Everyone turned to see what he was looking at. It was Sarah! Her 

parents had brought her for one last visit. She was bundled in a blanket, a dandelion in one little hand. 

  She didn't sit in the back row. Instead she slowly walked to the front of the church where her vase still perched by the 

pulpit. She put her flower in the vase and a piece of paper beside it. Then she returned to her parents.  

  Seeing little Sarah place her flower in the vase for the last time moved everyone. At the end of the service, people 

gathered around Sarah and her parents, trying to offer as much love and support as possible. I could hardly bear to watch. 

Four days later, Sarah died. … 

  I wasn't expecting it, but our pastor asked to see me after the funeral. We stood at the cemetery near our cars as people 

walked past us. In a low voice he said, "Dave, I've got something you ought to see." He pulled out of his pocket the piece 



of paper that Sarah had left by the vase. Holding it out to me, he said, "You'd better keep this; it may help you in your 

line of work." 

  I opened the folded paper to read, in pink crayon, what Sarah had written: 

 

Dear God, 

This vase has been the biggest honor of my life. 

[Signed] Sarah 

 

  This vase has been the biggest honor of my life. Sarah’s note and her vase has helped me, the doctor said, to understand. 

I now realize in a new way that to serve God and to serve people is the biggest honor of all.  

  My friend, what’s your vase? Who’s on first in your life?  


