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FATHERS WHO FAIL 

1 Samuel 2:22-23 

By Raymond White 

 

  There are two mistakes that parents commonly make, and they are: 

1. Over-reacting (punishing a child when it’s not warranted which is child-abuse), and 

2. Under-reacting (not punishing a child when it is warranted which is child-neglect). 

 

 Here are three examples from the Bible of fathers who failed, all great men in their own 

right, well intended, but who somehow mishandled the raising of their own children. Perhaps 

they failed to see the warning signs in their children’s behavior. Or maybe they saw them and 

failed to respond correctly. Or maybe they did respond correctly but, well, a child’s going to do 

what a child’s going to do and we just have to chalk it off to free agency.  

 Good parents with bad kids is an all too common theme of life and not a new one. 

Parent’s lament “kids today,” but that offers nothing useful about actual parent/child dynamics. 

What is useful? That’s the mystery. From the time Adam and Eve lost their son Cain, parents 

have wondered what works and what doesn’t, and “how did we go wrong.” 

 One thing that is useful is to try to learn from the other parents’ mistakes. And so, for 

your reading pleasure, or pain, whichever, here are the stories of three good fathers whose 

children just didn’t cooperate. 

 

[1] ELI 

 

1 Samuel 2:22 Eli heard all that his sons did how they lay with the women that 

assembled at the door… :23 And he said unto them, Why do ye such things? 

 

 Eli’s two sons were abusing their priestly position to “get girls.” Eli heard of it and 

confronted them ― “Why do ye such things?” ― but he didn’t do much else. He took no action 

to restrain them and God took a dim view of Eli’s inaction. 

 

1 Samuel 3:13 I will judge his house forever because his sons made themselves vile and 

he restrained them not.  

 

 There are times when talking to your kids about their misbehavior is simply not enough. 

Sometimes stern action is required. What could Eli have done to “restrain” them? Well, for 

starters, he could have fired them, removed them from their priestly office. That would have 

nipped the problem in the bud. 

 Today, when a person in authority ― a teacher, a doctor, a priest, a boss ― uses their 

position of authority to curry sexual favors from students, patients, parishioners, or employees, 

that’s illegal and is met with firing, law suits, and jail time; and it should be. Eli’s sons were 

guilty of that and received nothing punitive, just a slight reprimand and barely even that.  

 So God took matters into his own hands and cursed Eli and his whole family. His two 

sons, Hophni and Phinehas, died in combat (gallantly anyway) and Eli died on hearing the news. 

And Eli’s priestly office passed onto the young prophet Samuel. 

 Speaking of Samuel, he’s the next on my list of fathers who failed. 
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[2] SAMUEL 

 

1 Samuel 8:3 And his sons walked not in his ways, but turned aside after lucre, took 

bribes, perverted judgment. 

 

 Samuel was raised in Eli’s home, saw the mistakes that Eli had made as a parent, and he 

almost certainly tried to do better. But in the end, he did no better. Samuel’s boys also abused 

their office. As judges, they were in position to discern innocence and guilt in civil and criminal 

cases. And they abused that most important public trust, rendering verdicts in favor of whoever 

was willing to pay the most money. In short, they took bribes. 

 Our justice system today is already slanted in favor of the rich. When a rich man sues a 

poor man, the poor man who has no money to afford a competent attorney (or an attorney at all) 

must concede just to avoid being buried by legal fees that the rich man bat’s an eye too. This 

imbalance of “malicious prosecution” and “frivolous lawsuits” guarantees that there will be no 

justice for the poor. Add to that corrupt judges such as Samuel’s sons, and we might wonder why 

we should bother having a legal system at all. 

 The text does not say what Samuel did about his sons, or if God interceded as he did with 

Eli. But it doesn’t look good. At the very least, they should have been fired.  

 And now, to our third failed father. 

 

[3] DAVID 

 

 I’ll run thru the opening scene quickly. 

 

2 Samuel 13:14 Amnon, David’s oldest son the crown prince, rapes his half sister Tamar. 

2 Samuel 13:20 Absalom, another son of David and Tamar’s full brother, helps Tamar. 

2 Samuel 13:21 …David heard of all these things, he was very wroth. But does nothing. 

2 Samuel 13:23 Two years later, David still has done nothing, so Absalom does. 

2 Samuel 13:29 Absalom slays Amnon avenging his raped sister. 

2 Samuel 13:34 Absalom flees. 

 

 So now the worst has happened. Because David refused to take any parental action, 

refused to take any punitive action against Amnon for his heinous  crime, raping his own sister, 

Absalom is now guilty of murder.  

 Actually, that’s not quite the worst, not yet, there’s worse to come. 

 

 2 Samuel 14:23 Absalom finally returns, escorted safely by Joab. 

 2 Samuel 14:24 But David won’t see him. He doesn’t want to deal with it.  

 2 Samuel 14:29 But Absalom wants to see his dad, wants to talk it out. 

 2 Samuel 14:31 To get David’s attention, Absalom sets fire to Joab’s field. 

 2 Samuel 14:33 David reluctantly meets with Absalom and kissed him. That’s all. 

 

 This meeting was sparse. All it says was they kissed. That may have been traditional, 

ceremonial, but with no exchange of any real feeling. What is glaringly absent from this meeting 
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is conversation, any conversation. There was no rebuke, no forgiveness, no explanation, no 

apologies, nothing. Just silence. David wouldn’t talk to him. It was as though nothing important 

had happened that was worth discussing. 

 From that moment on, Absalom hated his father. And all the bad stuff that soon happens, 

happens because of what wasn’t said between these two men at that fateful and fruitless meeting. 

 

2 Samuel 15:1 And it came to pass after this, that Absalom prepared him chariots and 

horses, and fifty men to run before him. 

 

 From that meeting on, Absalom imagined himself to be king. He turned traitor, waged 

civil war against his father, and brought down horrible grief and carnage upon the people of 

Israel, all because David, that brave and mighty soldier of God, didn’t have the courage to deal 

with the problems in his own family. 

 There are other good men with bad sons in the Bible: Gideon and his evil son Abimelech, 

Hezekiah and his evil son Manasseh, and others. But I’ll leave them to you has a homework 

assignment. 

 

 

 

 


