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The Prayer of a Mother May 8, 2016 
Part Three of Heart-to-Heart: A Study of Prayer by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

Prayer 

As we’ve begun our quest for a deeper intimacy with 

God through prayer, and as we’ve begun looking at both the 

examples and the instructions on prayer in the Bible, we’ve 

started the last couple of weeks by pausing to pray together. 

I’ve asked us to pray a shared message to the Lord, so that 

we might approach God as a church family with one thought 

and one voice. 

Let’s do that again one more time this morning. Please 

take a moment, take a deep breath, clear your thoughts… 

and pray with me: 

Heavenly Father, thank you for inviting us to know 

you in a deeper, more intimate way. Thank you for 

desiring our prayers. Thank you for always listening 

to our words, and for always responding with what 

is best for us. 

Lord, help us understand what you wish to teach us 

today. Take away any distracting thoughts. And help 

us to live out what you teach us for the sake of your 

glory. Amen. 
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Introduction 

 Mother’s Day, May 14, 

1989. Cartoonist Bill Watterson 

treated us to the homemade 

Mother’s Day card crafted by the 

precotious young Calvin. 

 It read: “I was going to buy 

a card with hearts of pink and 

red / but then I thought I’d 

rather spend the money on me 

instead.” 

 “It’s awfully hard to buy things when 

one’s allowance is so small / so I guess you’re 

pretty lucky I got you anything at all.” 

“Happy Mother’s Day to you. 

There, I said it. Now I’m done. / So how 

‘bout getting out of bed and cooking 

breakfast for your son?” 

Okay, obviously not the most 

sentimental of Mother’s Day prose. 

What can you expect from the little 

guy? 
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Did you know that Mother’s Day is the second-most 

popular day in the U.S. for giving gifts after Christmas? It 

even beats Valentine’s Day. (I guess Hallmark thinks that not 

everyone has a sweetheart, but everyone has a mother.  

Although, to be fair, there are more cards sent on Valentine’s 

Day… by just 8%.) Still, last year Hallmark sold around 150 

million Mother’s Day cards. That’s a whole lotta love for our 

mommas! 

And rightfully so! There are few things as wondrous — 

as fierce, as passionate, as persistent — as the heart of a 

mother. 

And there’s something absolutely breathtaking about 

the prayers that burst forth from that motherly ferocity, 

passion, and persistence. Over the years I’ve been blessed to 

sit with a number of moms as they’ve prayed for their kids, 

and I’m always impressed when they often become swept up 

in that heart-to-heart conversation with God, forgetting 

those around them, and pleading with the Lord for his 

protection, his blessing, and his leading for their children. 

Since it’s Mother’s Day, I thought it might be helpful 

today to look at a biblical example of a mother’s prayer — 

words offered to God from the fierce, passionate, persistent 

heart of a mother… but with a twist. This is a mother’s heart 

without any children to share it with. 
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The Crushing of a Heart 

The story is found in 1 Samuel 1, and it begins with the 

historical details of a man named Elkanah. We’re given his 

ancestral lineage. We’re told he was an Ephrathite (from the 

tribe of Judah, probably from around where modern-day 

Bethlehem is outside of Jerusalem).  

We’re told that he was a faithful follower of God who 

regularly worshiped and sacrificed at Shiloh (which would 

have been a significant trek to the north), and that the 

priests there were a couple of brothers named Hophni and 

Phinehas, along with their father, Eli. 

We’re also told that Elkanah had two wives — which is 

startling and complicated (and definitely not promoted as 

the right thing to do in the Bible), but reflects the culture of 

that day. 

One of his wives was named Peninnah, whose name may 

mean something like “jewel.” Peninnah bore Elkanah an 

unspecified number of sons and daughters; she was the 

flourishing “mommy” of the household. And, as we’ll see in a 

moment, she was a real… hmmm… what’s the nice word for 

it? “She was a real piece of work.” 

His other wife was named Hannah, whose name means 

something like “graced” or “favored.” Sadly, Hannah did not 
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have any children. It’s not that she didn’t want children. As 

we’ll see in a moment, Hannah had that wondrous heart of a 

mother even without any kids. The Bible doesn’t say that she 

was unable to have children. We’re simply told that God’s 

plan for this mother’s heart was to leave her barren (because 

God had a special agenda for her life ). 

The LORD had closed her womb. (1 Samuel 1:6 ESV)  

This wasn’t just some random thing; this was a divine 

agenda… as hard as it was for Hannah to experience. 

And the experience of a mother’s heart without any 

children was made all the more crushing for Hannah 

because, as I said, Peninnah was not the nicest person. 

Her rival used to provoke her grievously to irritate 

her… (1 Samuel 1:6 ESV)  

It was bad enough that Peninnah and Hannah had to 

share a husband. (Seriously. I can’t imagine how that 

worked. Those ancient people sure did things the hard way.) 

But Peninnah used to flaunt her children in front of Hannah. 

She made little digs at the dinner table. She constantly 

reminded Hannah of the sorrow of being childless… which 

was an even greater heartache in an ancient culture when 

the value of women in society was determined largely by the 
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size of her family. The more children a woman could offer 

her husband, the more valuable of a wife she was (or so the 

culture thought). 

But poor Hannah spent a lifetime being tormented by 

“the other woman” living in her home. 

So it went on year by year. (1 Samuel 1:7 ESV)  

We’re talking about genuine emotional abuse here. I 

don’t use that term often, because it’s too easy to refer to any 

situation in which our feelings get hurt as emotionally 

abusive. But in Hannah’s case, this was intentional torment 

that struck at the very core of her self-perception. 

What’s worse, Peninnah liked to link her abuse to 

Hannah’s experience of worship. 

As often as she went up to the house of the LORD, 

she used to provoke her. (1 Samuel 1:7 ESV)  

“What do you have to thank God for, Hannah? Why do 

you praise God? As for me, I praise God for my many children. 

I have made Elkanah proud, and have brought honor to my 

family. I am regarded with esteem by the women of our 

village. I am a mother, surrounded by children who love me 

and reveal my worth. But you? You’re a parasite, Hannah. You 
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take and you take, eating our husband’s food, taking up space 

in his house, but offering no children in return. Your name 

means “graced?” Ha! You’re not graced. You’re cursed by God. 

Barren and worthless. Why do you bother worshiping, since 

he has rejected you?” 

(Okay, I’m speculating a bit here, but that’s what the 

biblical text is implying. Year after year of emotional 

torment, and especially when Hannah went with the family 

to Shiloh to worship.) 

And it is from this place of deep sorrow, from being 

victimized in the context of her own home, that Hannah cries 

out to God in prayer. 

Grace in Sorrow 

Now, before we look at the prayer of this childless 

mother’s heart, I want to point out two things: 

First, God knew of Hannah’s sorrow. We’ve already 

seen that the Lord was the cause of her having no children. It 

was God’s plan for Hannah at this point in her journey. God 

was up to something, even though Hannah could not see it.  

So God revealed his blessing to Hannah through her 

husband, Elkanah. Hannah, whose very name refers to God’s 
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blessing and grace, experienced grace in a tangible way… 

right there beside the source of her torment. 

On the day when Elkanah sacrificed, he would give 

portions to Peninnah his wife and to all her sons 

and daughters. (1 Samuel 1:4 ESV)  

But to Hannah he gave a double portion, because 

he loved her, though the LORD had closed her 

womb. (1 Samuel 1:5 ESV)  

Peninnah, in the management of her side of the 

household and the distribution of the ritual feast, received 

and shared her husband’s provision. But Hannah was given 

an abundance all for herself. A tangible expression of love. 

Her husband’s love was not based on her performance; her 

value was not found in bearing children. Elkanah — and God 

— showed Hannah that she was loved just for who she was, 

not for what she had done. 

(And, yes, if you’re paying attention, the blessing of 

Elkanah is an intentional portrait of the love of God for all of 

us… a love that isn’t based on what we do for God, but rather 

is expressed in what he does for us. Hannah is grace indeed!) 

And when Peninnah tormented Hannah to the point 

that… 



Page 9 of 21 

Hannah wept and would not eat. And Elkanah, her 

husband, said to her, “Hannah, why do you weep? 

And why do you not eat? And why is your heart 

sad? Am I not more to you than ten sons?” (1 Samuel 

1:7–8 ESV)  

You can almost hear God saying the words to Hannah — 

and to all of us who experience misery and disappointment: 

“Oh, my dear love. Why suffer in your sorrow? Do you not 

know my love for you? Is my love for you not enough? Do you 

really need more in order to be fulfilled?” 

Just… wow. “Let him who has ears hear what the Spirit is 

saying!”  (And we haven’t even got to the point about a 

mother’s prayer yet!) 

Exchanging Sorrow for Peace 

So, speaking of her prayer, let’s get to it. 

After they had eaten and drunk in Shiloh, * Hannah 

rose. Now Eli the priest was sitting on the seat 

beside the doorpost of the temple of the LORD. 
(1 Samuel 1:9 ESV)  

* After they finished this ceremonial feast as part 

of their sacrifice and worship, and Hannah was 
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offered a double-portion which she didn’t eat in 

the midst of her grief… 

The father-priest watched Hannah. 

She was deeply distressed and prayed to the LORD 

and wept bitterly. (1 Samuel 1:10 ESV)  

And, for what it’s worth, a few verses later we learn 

what the priest, Eli, thought as he watched Hannah pray: 

As she continued praying before the LORD, Eli 

observed her mouth. Hannah was speaking in her 

heart; only her lips moved, and her voice was not 

heard. (1 Samuel 1:12–13 ESV)  

Therefore Eli took her to be a drunken woman. And 

Eli said to her, “How long will you go on being 

drunk? Put your wine away from you.” (1 Samuel 1:13–

14 ESV)  

Oh. Way to go, Eli. It’s bad enough that the co-wife, 

Penninah, was harassing Hannah on the way to worship. It’s 

bad enough that she couldn’t enjoy the abundance of the 

feast offered her. Now the priest is calling her drunk and 

shaming her. 
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But Hannah answered, “No, my lord, I am a woman 

troubled in spirit. I have drunk neither wine nor 

strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul 

before the LORD.” (1 Samuel 1:15 ESV)  

“Do not regard your servant as a worthless woman, 

for all along I have been speaking out of my great 

anxiety and vexation.” (1 Samuel 1:16 ESV)  

Way to go, Hannah! “I’m not drunk. I’m not worthless. 

I’m merely passionate in my prayer.” Even though she is 

heartbroken and barren, Hannah has some idea of her value. 

The love of her husband, Elkanah, has penetrated her 

sorrow, and the love of God has a hold of her heart. 

So the old priest backpedals beautifully: 

Then Eli answered, “Go in peace, and the God of 

Israel grant your petition that you have made to 

him.” (1 Samuel 1:17 ESV)  

And she said, “Let your servant find favor in your 

eyes.” Then the woman went her way and ate, and 

her face was no longer sad. (1 Samuel 1:18 ESV)  

By the way, Hannah is a great example of what Paul tells 

us many centuries later — a verse that we’ve stumbled into 
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already in our study of “Heart-to-Heart prayer, and which 

I’m sure we’ll consider again: 

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about 

everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him 

for all he has done. (Philippians 4:6 NLT)  

Then you will experience God’s peace, which 

exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will 

guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ 

Jesus. (Philippians 4:7 NLT)  

Hannah took her heartache to the Lord. She placed the 

matter in God’s hands. She recognized that her value is not 

rooted in her performance, her child-bearing, but in her 

identity and the love of her husband and especially of God. 

As a result, though she wept and fasted in her misery, her 

sorrow was replaced by peace. 

The woman went her way and ate, and her face was 

no longer sad. (1 Samuel 1:18 ESV) 

For the past couple of weeks, as we considered the 

Lord’s Prayer and the various “footnotes” Jesus offered to 

that famous model of prayer, we’ve seen that talking to God 

should involve an ongoing, persistent surrender of our 
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desires to the Lord and an expression of complete 

dependence day-by-day upon him.  

 We don’t pray because God has no idea of what we 

need; he knows our needs before we ask.  

 But we do pray because our conversations with the 

Lord change us. They change the way we perceive our 

circumstances, and they impact our surrendered, 

dependent response to God. 

That’s what we see here in Hannah. 

The Prayer of a Mother 

So what does Hannah pray for? We’re told right in the 

middle of this account at the place of worship in Shiloh: 

Hannah was in deep anguish, crying bitterly as she 

prayed to the LORD. And she made this vow: “O LORD 

of Heaven’s Armies…” (1 Samuel 1:10-11 NLT)  

With intense, sincere passion, she calls out to God, 

choosing his title that reflects his power. “O great I AM, who 

is here with me in this moment, who commands the warhost 

of heaven, who is always triumphant in every endeavor…” 

Her prayer reflects her dependency upon the power of God. 
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“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.” (1 Samuel 1:11 NLT)  

What’s the song that we sing here at Hope? “Every 

blessing you pour out I’ll turn back to praise…” 

Hannah realizes that all of God’s blessings in her life 

ultimately belong to him. Even if God allows her the joy of 

being a mother — fulfilling that primal, passionate instinct 

God placed in her heart — then even her son would belong 

to God and not to her. 

We see the very thing Jesus modeled for us in prayer. 

Hannah surrenders herself to God’s agenda for her life. “If 

you answer my prayer and give me a son…” She knows that 

it’s up to God, and she’s surrendered to that. And however 

God answers, she is committed to honoring him. She will 

surrender even her son to the Lord’s plan. 

“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.” (1 Samuel 1:11 NLT) 

This is the Nazirite vow, a long time before the more 

famous Sampson. A Nazirite had to refrain from three 

things:  drinking alcohol,  cutting his hair during the 
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time period of his vow, and  any contact with the dead. 

This symbolized God’s life and purity — no fermented fruit, 

no dead locks on the floor, no death at all. It was a vow to 

celebrate God as the source of life. 

Hannah promised that if God shared life with her, then 

she would commit that precious little life to God as an 

expression of her worship, her dependence, and her 

surrender. 

By the way, I want you to notice how Hannah saw 

herself in her relationship with the Lord. Let me share her 

prayer from a more literal translation: 

“O LORD of hosts, if you will indeed look on the 

affliction of your servant and remember me and 

not forget your servant, but will give to your 

servant a son, then I will give him to the LORD all the 

days of his life…” (1 Samuel 1:11 ESV)  

Three times in this one prayer, she declares herself to 

be God’s “servant” in all of this. His “handmaiden.” A woman 

whose entire life is dedicated to the wishes of someone else. 

Even as she asks for her heart’s desire, there is this total 

surrender to the Lord’s desire for her.  

I suspect she used that phrase about being God’s 

servant repeatedly partly as an expression of respect and 
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deference; she didn’t want to be presumptuous or 

demanding in her request. But I think she also kept referring 

to herself as God’s servant as a reminder for herself. “Not my 

will, but yours, God.” 

And that’s the thing about prayer. Far too many people 

treat prayer akin to a child writing a letter to Santa Claus 

telling him everything they want for Christmas. “I want this 

toy, and that toy, and this other thing, because those will 

make me happy.” 

But as we’ve already seen from Jesus’ example, real 

prayer is not selfish. It actually leads us to self-sacrifice. 

Surrender. Dependence. We’ll continue to see those themes 

in just about every prayer in the Bible. 

God Answers 

Something really beautiful happens after Hannah prays. 

Not only does she assert her value before Eli the priest, not 

only does she wipe away the tears and enjoy the feast her 

loving husband provided, not only did she spend the next 

morning worshiping the Lord rather than wallowing in her 

sadness, but God began answering Hannah’s prayer right 

away. 
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They rose early in the morning and worshiped 

before the LORD; then they went back to their house 

at Ramah. And Elkanah knew Hannah his wife, * 

and the LORD remembered her. (1 Samuel 1:19 ESV)  

* That’s “knew her” in the biblical sense, 

being the Bible and all.  

And in due time Hannah conceived and bore a son, 

and she called his name Samuel, for she said, “I 

have asked for him from the LORD.” (1 Samuel 1:20 ESV)  

(The name Samuel means something like “God has 

heard.” Every time she cradled her son in her arms and 

showered him with kisses, she’d remember that he is the 

living proof that God heard her prayer and graced her with 

this beautiful gift.) 

Now, once she had little Samuel, it’s easy to imagine that 

she might have had second thoughts about surrendering him 

to the Lord. Letting go of the idea of a son is a very different 

thing from actually sending her son to be raised in the 

temple in service to the Lord. 

But Hannah was a woman of her word, deeply grateful 

for God’s love and blessing, and truthful in her prayer of 

surrender. Once Samuel was weaned, Hannah took him to 
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the priests, along with all the stuff of a sacrifice of gratitude, 

and placed him in God’s care. 

She said [to the priest], “Oh, my lord! As you live, 

my lord, I am the woman who was standing here in 

your presence, praying to the LORD.” (1 Samuel 1:26 ESV)  

“For this child I prayed, and the LORD has granted 

me my petition that I made to him. Therefore I have 

lent him to the LORD. As long as he lives, he is lent to 

the LORD.” (1 Samuel 1:27-28 ESV)  

(By the way, for what’s it’s worth, her use of the word 

“lent” there is kind of a word play. The Hebrew word means 

something to do with a question or request. Asking for 

something. Begging for something. So she’s saying, “The gift 

that I’ve asked for I’m regarding as the gift God asks of me. 

Samuel belongs to the Lord; he was never mine to begin 

with.”) 

A Mother Rejoices 

Ah, but the real prayer is yet to come. This is far more 

than the story of a mother’s heart hoping the Lord will give 

her a son to love. It’s more than a mother surrendering 

herself, her child, and her love to the Lord. This is a story of a 
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mother rejoicing that her life became an opportunity for God 

to reveal his goodness and his glory. 

Hannah is thankful for both the times of sorrow while 

she wanted a child as well as the opportunity to give that 

child to the Lord — not because being harassed by Peninnah 

was enjoyable, but because God took her whole story and 

made something wonderful from it. (And, as you can tell 

from the fact that this story is recorded at the beginning of 

1 & 2 Samuel — two whole books of the Bible named after 

the boy — that it was the beginning of something very 

significant for the world. ) 

Hannah’s heart actually echoes that of Job when he 

cried out in worship: “The Lord gives and the Lord takes 

away. Blessed is the name of the Lord!” 

Because, when we pray, that should be our attitude. 

However God might answer us will always be what is best. 

God always hears. He always loves. And he always does what 

is best for us and what will bring him glory. 

So it seems appropriate to let Hannah herself have the 

last word today. Listen to her heart as revealed in her prayer 

— the heart of a woman who is glad to finally put to rest the 

emotional abuse of the other woman, who is glad to see God 

magnified in her story, and who is glad to proclaim for all of 
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history that God truly graces his people according to his 

power and goodness. 

“My heart rejoices in the LORD! The LORD has made 

me strong. Now I have an answer for my enemies; I 

rejoice because you rescued me.  

“No one is holy like the LORD! There is no one 

besides you; there is no Rock like our God.  

“Stop acting so proud and haughty! Don’t speak 

with such arrogance! For the LORD is a God who 

knows what you have done; he will judge your 

actions. The bow of the mighty is now broken, and 

those who stumbled are now strong.  

“Those who were well fed are now starving, and 

those who were starving are now full. The childless 

woman now has seven children, and the woman 

with many children wastes away.  

“The LORD gives both death and life; he brings some 

down to the grave but raises others up. The LORD 

makes some poor and others rich; he brings some 

down and lifts others up. He lifts the poor from the 

dust and the needy from the garbage dump. He sets 

them among princes, placing them in seats of 
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honor. For all the earth is the LORD’s, and he has set 

the world in order.  

“He will protect his faithful ones, but the wicked will 

disappear in darkness. No one will succeed by 

strength alone. Those who fight against the LORD 

will be shattered. He thunders against them from 

heaven; the LORD judges throughout the earth. He 

gives power to his king; he increases the strength of 

his anointed one.” (1 Samuel 2:1–10 NLT)  

 

PRAYER   •   SONG: Blessed Be Your Name 


