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Easter 7, 2008
Text:  1 Samuel 1:21-28
“Children Are Gifts from God”

1. Nurture them.

2. And then give them to the LORD.
Preached:  May 4, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

It’s striking how many of the couples in the Bible were unable to have children and how many of them after great soul struggle eventually did become parents. There was Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Rachel, Samson’s parents, Zechariah and Elizabeth. It seems like the LORD purposely made these couples wait to have children so that when they finally did have them, they would have a special sense that children are not something that we produce by our own efforts but that children are gifts from God. Hannah was one woman of the Bible who had a profound sense that children are gifts of God and are not to be taken for granted. 

Do you remember the story of Hannah? She was a young woman caught in a polygamous relationship. In her day the people of God had blundered into the sins of the people around them and thought it was better to have two wives rather than one, the way God had designed marriage. And in Hannah’s case, as in all cases where we defy God’s order, there were huge problems. Hannah couldn’t have children, but the other wife could. So the other wife mocked Hannah and was constantly on her nerves. Every year the husband, Elkanah, would take the family up to the tabernacle of the LORD, which was in Shiloh at that time. And one year Hannah, in a fit of grief, was praying fervently in the tabernacle court. Her mouth was moving but no words were coming out, and Eli the priest noticed her and scolded her for being drunk. Hannah said, “No, I’m praying very fervently for a child.” And Eli said, “Go in peace, and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of him.” And sure enough—Hannah had a son.

That’s where we pick up the story today. It’s now been a year since Hannah’s prayer at the tabernacle. Her husband is again taking the family up to the tabernacle. And Hannah says, “I’m going to stay home this time.” “After the boy is weaned, I will take him and present him before the LORD, and he will live there always.” Ladies, can you imagine the courage it took Hannah to say something like that? You longed for a baby. You got one only through extraordinary circumstances—no indication that any more would ever come. And then to say, “After he’s weaned (after he has stopped nursing), I will give him back to the LORD.” That’s faith! That’s understanding that children belong to God and not to us. 

It’s interesting that Hannah uses nursing as the benchmark for how long the boy should stay with her. Some people, studying the way life was in ancient Israel, have come across historical books that say babies could be nursed as long as three years in the Middle East. There was no way of keeping milk fresh in those days—no refrigeration—and so things were done differently than we are used to. But even if Hannah’s little boy Samuel was nursed until age three, that’s an awfully tender age to be separated from his mother. But for Hannah, it was only fitting that she do something extraordinary for a God who did an extraordinary thing for her. She understood that children are blessings from God. And so after she had done the very best she could to take care of this little man—nurturing and caring for his needs—she took a trip to God’s house, and it’s worded very poignantly.
“After he was weaned, she took the boy with her, young as he was, along with a three-year-old bull, an ephah (a little over half a bushel) of flour and a skin of wine, and brought him to the house of the LORD at Shiloh.” Can you see them walking together to the tabernacle—this woman, her toddler and a three-year-old bull. You know how big a bull is, right? It must have just towered over that little boy. But in Hannah’s mind that little boy loomed much larger than any bull. You know what they did with bulls back in those days, right? They were used as sacrifices to God. They were huge sacrifices to make. A growing bull would eat an incredible amount of food in three years. A bull represented a huge amount of a farmer’s income in those days. But the LORD was worth it. He was the one who gave a farmer everything he had. Hannah made a much bigger sacrifice on that day than just a huge bull. She was sacrificing her only child. Oh, she would see him every time she would go to the tabernacle and know that he was serving the LORD, but it would probably be on her mind every hour of every day that he was not with her. 
Children are gifts from God. He gives them to us for just a short time, to nurture them and care for them and give them what’s best for them. And then we must give them back to Him. We must entrust them back into His care. We must raise them in such a way that they spend the rest of their lives serving Him. And I’m not just talking to those of you who have children at this time. I’m talking to all of you. The things that each of us does influence children. The way you act and talk sets the tone in our society. It determines whether children are directed in the ways of God or the ways of the world. The people we elect into office, the laws that we enact have an affect on children. The way you talk to children, the little words of encouragement—of interest in them—say something about your faith in God. The offerings that you give at your church have an affect on children. They enable us to have Sunday school and Vacation Bible School and our Elementary School. Your offerings determine how well our children get to know God and His Word. These last two weeks I’ve been teaching my 7th graders about the talents that God blesses us with and how, when we grow up, we can use them to serve Him. They wrote two essays for class about how they can use their talents to volunteer here at their church once they get confirmed and about what occupation they could pursue to serve God full time when they become adults. It’s always interesting to read how young minds discover that their abilities come from God and that life is one big opportunity to put those God given talents to work in serving Him.

But to address parents more directly today, who are you preparing your children to serve? You are the ones who have the greatest influence over them, even though as they’re reaching their more independent years, you may sometimes feel that they’re not listening to you anymore. They are listening! And soaking up more than you realize! Who are you giving your children to? Are you giving them over to “business?” Are you giving them over to “sports?” Are you giving them over to “video games?” They’re going to serve someone or something all their lives, aren’t they? Isn’t the best thing for them to serve the LORD? 

Our former kindergarten teacher Cindi Holman used to say the best thing about teaching kindergarten is teaching children to do that thing that they are going to do for the rest of eternity—praising God! That’s man’s purpose. That’s what God created us for—to give Him all the credit, to give Him all the honor, to give Him all the praise. That’s what all the little glimpses of heaven in the book of Revelation show us. Every time that book gives us a peak into heaven, that’s what the saints are doing there. They are gathered around the throne. And they are singing the praises of the Lamb. They are singing about what a wonderful thing their Savior did for them when He lived the perfect life in their place and when He died on the cross for all of their sins. That’s the best thing we can teach our children to do. The very last sentence in our sermon text is interesting. After Hannah delivered Samuel over to the priest Eli there at the tabernacle, it says, “And he worshiped the LORD there.” Notice it doesn’t say, “And he helped the priests with the work of the tabernacle.” It doesn’t say, “He did all his little tasks around the tabernacle,” or “He learned to be a good little worker for the LORD.” It says, “And he worshiped the LORD there.” The book of Romans reminds us that our whole lives are to be an act of worship to God (Romans 12:1). “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.”  
Parents, give your children over to the worship of the LORD. Bring them to worship every Sunday. Bring them to Sunday school. Bring them to our elementary school. Bring them to confirmation class. Bring them to teen Bible class. Offer them up to become pastors and teachers in God’s church. Show them that whatever they do in life, it’s their way of serving God. Do it not because you must, but because you know that it is best for them. Hannah didn’t have to give her little boy to the LORD. The LORD didn’t require it. That was her idea. It was her whole hearted response to the goodness of the LORD. “I prayed for this child,” she said, “and the LORD has granted me what I asked of him. So now, I give him to the LORD. For his whole life, he will be given over to the LORD.” 
Children are gifts of God. Nurture them. And then give them back to the LORD. Amen.
