Where is My Little Miracle?
Infertility in the Bible

Introduction
In this session I want to look at the Bible and consider some of the questions that it raises, particularly for those who suffer from infertility.

I can't imagine the confusion and pain that must be felt when you are faced with passages like 1 Samuel 1. I am sure that when you read such a passage you must begin by feeling a deep empathy for Hannah. 
Her rival used to provoke her severely, to irritate her, because the Lord had closed her womb. 7 So it went on year by year; as often as she went up to the house of the Lord, she used to provoke her. Therefore Hannah wept and would not eat. 

Not only did she experience the heartache of infertility, but she is subjected to the most callous and spiteful treatment at the hands of Peninnah. And not only is he subject to ridicule on the one hand, but to misunderstanding on the other. 
As she continued praying before the Lord, Eli observed her mouth. 13 Hannah was praying silently; only her lips moved, but her voice was not heard; therefore Eli thought she was drunk. 14 So Eli said to her, “How long will you make a drunken spectacle of yourself? Put away your wine.” 

For Hannah, the annual pilgrimage to the temple was one of those things that set her off. For whatever reason it would trigger her pain. You can imagine that she wasn't sitting quietly in a corner of the temple with her pain, but weeping loudly rocking back and forth crying out to the Lord, only to have Eli the priest accused her of making a drunken spectacle of herself.
I am sure that she is not the last woman struggling with infertility to suffer from the insensitivities of a priest.
But for Hannah, having a child was more than a battle with conception; it was a battle with God. Hannah,

She made this vow: “O Lord of hosts, if only you will look on the misery of your servant, and remember me, and not forget your servant, but will give to your servant a male child, then I will set him before you as a nazirite﻿﻿ until the day of his death. He shall drink neither wine nor intoxicants,﻿﻿ and no razor shall touch his head.”  (1 Sa 1:10-11). 

How many struggling couples have made their secret deals. Like one woman, whose father died during her third cycle of hormone treatment. She’d say to God, “You took my dad, but maybe you’re going to put a new life in me, right?” For a few weeks that’s how I was thinking. C’mon. I know this is it. This is going to be it.” 
And so you must surely read this account and on those pages find a fellow traveller. But then, as you read on in verse 20 you read, “In due time Hannah conceived and bore a son. She named him Samuel, for she said, “I have asked him of the Lord.” 

And you think, “There it is again. How many times have I asked the Lord for a child? Where is my Samuel, where is my little miracle?" And whether it is Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob and Rachel, Samson’s mother Manoah, or John the Baptist’s mother Elizabeth, you find yourself confused, because every one of these couples after a long struggle with infertility gives birth, and in every case that child is called “a blessing from the Lord.” And so your struggle with infertility becomes a struggle with God.
So what I want to do in this session is a must better understand the nature of fertility and infertility, and blessing and curses in the bible. And then I want to have a look at what it looks like in the Old Testament and what changes in the new covenant. How Old Testament realities are refracted and reordered in the new.
And what I hope you will see is a very different picture that not only relativises the experience of women like Hannah that helps us see God and ourselves very differently in the light of the new covenant and the coming of Jesus.
Fertility in the Old Testament

Shaping the whole of the presentation of fertility and infertility on the Old Testament are two things.
The first is how they understood conception. In the ancient world their understanding was that the entire biology of the foetus was contained in the semen. There was no sense that he has half, she has half and together they make a whole. Rather than male provided all the building blocks of life. What the woman provided was the incubator in which that basic material could grow into human life. 

You can see why so much of the imagery around conception is agricultural imagery. Semen is like a seed, and the womb is like the soil. He provides the seed, and she provides the environment for it to grow. So, much of the language that is commonly used today, like ‘infertile’, or ‘barren’, were originally agricultural metaphors. We speak of infertile soil, or barren land. Because they assumed that the problem was the woman’s problem. The seed was a given, what was needed was a fertile environment in which it could grow. But if it did not grow, the problem was with the fertility of the soil.
That’s one of the things about the bible. Its origin is both divine and human. And as such it accommodates to the worldview of the day. 

And that goes a long way to explaining why infertility in the ancient world, and infertility in the bible, was viewed as a woman’s problem. We need to understand that that is a phenomenological description not a scientific or even theological one. 

The second thing that shapes the presentation of fertility and infertility on the Old Testament is the nature of the Old Covenant itself. In the bible there are two covenants, the old and the new. Testament means covenant, hence and old and new testament. These are distinct, but they are not unrelated. The new grows out of the old. Jesus, in fulfilling the old, launches the new.

One of the key distinctives, probably the key distinctive about the old, is that it was based around a people, a nation Israel. And crucial to the success of the old covenant was biology. Conception and birth.
So in Genesis 12, where the covenant is established God says to the childless Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and, “To your offspring﻿﻿ I will give this land.”

And then some years later, in Genesis 15, 
After these things the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision, “Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great.” 2 But Abram said, “O Lord God, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?”﻿﻿ 3 And Abram said, “You have given me no offspring, and so a slave born in my house is to be my heir.” 4 But the word of the Lord came to him, “This man shall not be your heir; no one but your very own issue shall be your heir.” 5 He brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.
Critical to the covenant being established was the birth of children. But not only was the birth of children critical to the covenant being established but also critical to it being fulfilled.

They were going to settle in a land, they were going to become numerous, and they were going to be a blessing to the world. So they needed descendants. Biology was key to the establishment and fulfilment of the old covenant. Without a next generation the enemies of the land would have over powered them, their nation would be no more and God’s covenant and with it his purposes for redeeming the world would be over before it began.

That’s why fertility was such a key blessing in the Old Testament. But it was not a blessing on the husband and wife, but a blessing on the whole nation. That’s why the curse of infertility was so significant in the Old Testament. And it was not a curse on a husband and wife, but on the nation. 
Fertility in the New Testament
But we belong to the new covenant. And that new covenant has a very different dynamic. The new covenant, like the old, is about people, but it is not about a nation.
It is about a people who belong to God not by race, but by faith; by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. And this people is extended, not fundamentally by biology, but by evangelism and conversion. Children are no longer the key, biology is no longer significant. 
We see this quite clearly in the ministry of Jesus. In Matthew 12 we read that: 
“While [Jesus] was still speaking to the crowds, his mother and his brothers were standing outside, wanting to speak to him. Someone told him, ‘Look, your mother and your brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you.’﻿﻿ But to the one who had told him this, Jesus﻿﻿ replied, ‘Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?’ And pointing to his disciples, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.’ 

Family is redefined in the new covenant. 
Or in Mark 10.38:

Peter began to say to him, “Look, we have left everything and followed you.” 29 Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news,﻿﻿ 30 who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields, with persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life. 31 But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.” 
You see how radically different that is to the old covenant. The new covenant has been set free from biology. When we belong to Christ we belong to one another in a new and very deep, deep way, so that in the family of faith we enjoy a great blessing of brothers, sisters, mothers, fathers, sons, daughters.
The establishment of the new covenant did not depend on fertility or birth, but on the obedience unto death of Jesus. And the new covenant does not depend on fertility or birth for its success in the world, but on the operation of the Holy Spirit. Blessing, biology and birth all work very differently. Family has been relativised (no pun intended). And with it the new covenant has created new loyalties, new priorities and a new family. Not a biological family, but a family of faith in Jesus.
Of course, you wouldn’t know it from much of the contemporary church. If the contemporary church has done anything, it has made an idol of the nuclear family.  It has taken the multigenerational, multinational family of faith, and fractured it into all kinds of specialised segments. Which I am sure as something many of you see very clearly and which is more than a constant irritation.
And it is not just those who struggle with infertility who feel it, but singles and the elderly as well. For those of us who are pastors, we need to recover a vision for the family of faith that welcomes children, without idolising them. Which honours families, but understand that they come in all shapes and sizes.  

Conclusion

For those whose struggle with infertility has become a battle with God, please understand this. He has not cursed you. He has not cursed you. He loves you, and has blessed you with every spiritual blessing in Christ, including the family of faith and in it, brothers and sisters, mothers and children. And I know that may not feel like much compensation.  In fact, at times the family of faith may feel like punishment rather than blessing. 
And while I pray that God will answer your prayer, I also pray that you might know the riches of his blessings, that you might find great joy in belonging to the family of faith and that his grace might be sufficient.
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