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When you look up the word "flawed" in the dictionary, it's defined this way:  "characterized by flaws, having imperfections, irregular.  An imperfection, often concealed, that impairs soundness; A defect or shortcoming in something..."  In this series will focus on six individuals from the Bible — Abraham, Moses, David, Eli, Peter and Paul — who were all flawed and yet were all chosen by God to play a significant part in what God was doing for the kingdom.  Their stories remind us all that God is not limited by our shortcomings; in fact, He chooses to use messy people to fulfill His mission. 
In this week’s study, we look at Eli’s mistakes as a Dad and how we can avoid the same pitfalls of passivity in our own parenting.  What are some ways we can intentionally invest in our own children?  Let’s look together…
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What Does a Dad Do?

Last year I received a letter too late to use for Father’s Day, but it is still relevant. A single mother had raised a son who was about to become a dad. Since he had no recollection of his own father, her question to me was “What do I tell him a father does?”

When my dad died in my ninth year, I, too, was raised by my mother, giving rise to the same question, “What do fathers do?” As far as I could observe, they brought around the car when it rained so everyone else could stay dry.

They always took the family pictures, which is why they were never in them. They carved turkeys on Thanksgiving, kept the car gassed up, weren’t afraid to go into the basement, mowed the lawn, and tightened the clothesline to keep it from sagging.

It wasn’t until my husband and I had children that I was able to observe firsthand what a father contributed to a child’s life. What did he do to deserve his children’s respect? He rarely fed them, did anything about their sagging diapers, wiped their noses or fannies, played ball, or bonded with them under the hoods of their cars.

What did he do?
He threw them higher than his head until they were weak from laughter. He cast the deciding vote on the puppy debate. He listened more than he talked. He let them make mistakes. He allowed them to fall from their first two-wheeler without having a heart attack. He read a newspaper while they were trying to parallel park a car for the first time in preparation for their driving test.

If I had to tell someone’s son what a father really does that is important, it would be that he shows up for the job in good times and bad times. He’s a man who is constantly being observed by his children. They learn from him how to handle adversity, anger, disappointment and success.

He won’t laugh at their dreams no matter how impossible they might seem. He will dig out at 1 a.m. when one of his children runs out of gas. He will make unpopular decisions and stand by them. When he is wrong and makes a mistake, he will admit it.

He sets the tone for how family members treat one another, members of the opposite sex and people who are different than they are. By example, he can instill a desire to give something back to the community when its needs are greater than theirs.

But mostly, a good father involves himself in his kids’ lives. The more responsibility he has for a child, the harder it is to walk out of his life. 

A father has the potential to be a powerful force in the life of a child. Grab it!

Maybe you’ll get a greeting card for your efforts. Maybe not. But it’s steady work.
—Erma Bombeck
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Read the following passage with your group.  Consider having different people in the group read different sections of the passage.  Once finished, discuss the passage using the questions below:
1 Samuel 2:12-15 (NIV)

12 Eli's sons were wicked men; they had no regard for the LORD. 13 Now it was the practice of the priests with the people that whenever anyone offered a sacrifice and while the meat was being boiled, the servant of the priest would come with a three-pronged fork in his hand. 14 He would plunge it into the pan or kettle or caldron or pot, and the priest would take for himself whatever the fork brought up. This is how they treated all the Israelites who came to Shiloh. 15 But even before the fat was burned, the servant of the priest would come and say to the man who was sacrificing, "Give the priest some meat to roast; he won't accept boiled meat from you, but only raw." 16 If the man said to him, "Let the fat be burned up first, and then take whatever you want," the servant would then answer, "No, hand it over now; if you don't, I'll take it by force." 17 This sin of the young men was very great in the LORD's sight, for they were treating the LORD's offering with contempt. 18 But Samuel was ministering before the LORD -a boy wearing a linen ephod. 19 Each year his mother made him a little robe and took it to him when she went up with her husband to offer the annual sacrifice. 20 Eli would bless Elkanah and his wife, saying, "May the LORD give you children by this woman to take the place of the one she prayed for and gave to the LORD." Then they would go home. 21 And the LORD was gracious to Hannah; she conceived and gave birth to three sons and two daughters. Meanwhile, the boy Samuel grew up in the presence of the LORD.  22 Now Eli, who was very old, heard about everything his sons were doing to all Israel and how they slept with the women who served at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 23 So he said to them, "Why do you do such things? I hear from all the people about these wicked deeds of yours. 24 No, my sons; it is not a good report that I hear spreading among the LORD's people. 25 If a man sins against another man, God may mediate for him; but if a man sins against the LORD, who will intercede for him?" His sons, however, did not listen to their father's rebuke, for it was the LORD's will to put them to death.

With some passages of scripture, such as this one, often we can learn more from what is NOT mentioned than we can from what is explicitly stated.  Let’s read between the lines to learn about Eli’s parenting.
· What sins were Eli’s sons committing? (v. 12-17; 22)
(Leader’s Note:  The custom for priests at the time was to stick a fork in the pot of meat after the fat, which was the Lord’s portion, had been burned up.  Thus, God would get the first and best portion of the sacrifice (the fat), and the priests needs would be provided for after that.  Eli’s sons were stealing the raw meat, choosing the best portion for themselves, and then sacrificing the leftovers.)
· What does Eli do in response to his sons’ sin?  What does he not do? (v. 22-25)
(Leaders Note:  The focus here is on Eli’s passivity in response to his sons’ sin.  Although he rebukes them, he does nothing to actually stop their sin.)

In this next passage, Moses is instructing the nation of Israel on how to best honor the Lord’s commands.
Deuteronomy 6:6-9 (NLT)

6 And you must commit yourselves wholeheartedly to these commands that I am giving you today. 7 Repeat them again and again to your children. Talk about them when you are at home and when you are on the road, when you are going to bed and when you are getting up. 8 Tie them to your hands and wear them on your forehead as reminders. 9 Write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.
· According to verse 6, what must we do first before we can “repeat the Laws again and again to our children?”
· Are these instructions to be taken literally?  If not, what are some ways we can set reminders for ourselves and our children?
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Use these questions to help your group gain a practical application of the story.  Try to get your group talking about real life applications – applications that relate to work, home, family, and friends.

1. If you asked your family what one thing they’d like to change about you, how do you think they would answer?

2. What is one area of your life where you have been passive like Eli?  What relationships should you begin to intentionally invest in?  

3. The passage in Deuteronomy instructs parents how to pass on God’s law to their children.  Besides simply talking about them, what are some tangible, intentional ways that we can communicate the truths of God to our children?  In other words, what does it mean for us today to “tie them on your hands and wear them on your foreheads” or “write them on the doorposts of your houses?”
4. How can we balance Moses’s instructions to “talk about them when you are at home and when you are on the road, when you are going to bed and when you are getting up” with Paul’s exhortation for fathers not to “exasperate your children” (Ephesians 6:4)?  What is one strategy for investing in our children that we can execute this week?
5. Spend a few minutes as a group praying for fathers that you know.  They may have young children or even grown children.  Pray too for the next generation of fathers.  Ask God for specific ways that you can support those fathers who have made mistakes in the past and need God’s grace.
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