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Last week, we talked about God’s call to people from outside the faith in or knowledge of God, to come and 

worship the baby Jesus. This drawing to the Incarnation of God. This week we look at the call of an individual 

to a life of faith and service, the great prophet Samuel from the Older Testament. He was born after the 

Israelites had been settled in the Promised Land for hundreds of years. It was just after something terrible with a 

capital "T" had happened in Israel. It begins with a woman with no power or standing who was brutally raped 

and murdered. It turns into a series of more and more brutal events of revenge and retribution that spirals. 

Everyone thinking that they are justified by their greater and greater acts of violence. Tribe against tribe. The 

atrocities are almost unspeakable. Everyone is hurt. Many lose their lives. The book of Judges ends in 21:25, 

"In those days there was no king [leader, messiah, ultimate lord]. Everyone did what right in their own eyes." 

[or, as they saw fit, or whatever they felt like].  

  

This was the life and times that Samuel was born into. Eli was the chief priest, and his sons were also priests, 

but the sons also did what was right in their own eyes, stealing and extorting the offerings that people made to 

the Lord or even over and above that. Sleeping around, in short taking advantage of their position without any 

regard to their true responsibilities. Eli talked to them and told them to stop, but they ignored him. Later, Eli 

hears the judgment of God against him and his sons by a prophet that God has sent. 

  

Meanwhile, Samuel was born in answer to his mother's prayer, and in return, she offered Samuel to the Lord 

when he was very young. He went to live with Eli. This is where this week's Scripture passage begins, from 1 

Samuel 3:1-20. Hear the word of the Lord! 

  

1 Samuel 3:1-20 

3:1 The boy Samuel ministered before the Lord under Eli. In those days the word of the Lord was rare; there 

were not many visions. 

2 One night Eli, whose eyes were becoming so weak that he could barely see, was lying down in his usual 

place. 3 The lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the house of the Lord, 

where the ark of God was. 4 Then the Lord called Samuel. 

Samuel answered, “Here I am.” 5 And he ran to Eli and said, “Here I am; you called me.” 

But Eli said, “I did not call; go back and lie down.” So he went and lay down. 

6 Again the Lord called, “Samuel!” And Samuel got up and went to Eli and said, “Here I am; you called me.” 

“My son,” Eli said, “I did not call; go back and lie down.” 

7 Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord: The word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him. 

8 A third time the Lord called, “Samuel!” And Samuel got up and went to Eli and said, “Here I am; you called 

me.” 

Then Eli realized that the Lord was calling the boy. 9 So Eli told Samuel, “Go and lie down, and if he calls you, 

say, ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.’” So Samuel went and lay down in his place. 

10 The Lord came and stood there, calling as at the other times, “Samuel! Samuel!” 

Then Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant is listening.” 

11 And the Lord said to Samuel: “See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make the ears of everyone 

who hears about it tingle. 12 At that time I will carry out against Eli everything I spoke against his 

family—from beginning to end. 13 For I told him that I would judge his family forever because of the sin 
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he knew about; his sons blasphemed God, and he failed to restrain them. 14 Therefore I swore to the 

house of Eli, ‘The guilt of Eli’s house will never be atoned for by sacrifice or offering.’” 

15 Samuel lay down until morning and then opened the doors of the house of the Lord. He was afraid to tell Eli 

the vision, 16 but Eli called him and said, “Samuel, my son.” 

Samuel answered, “Here I am.” 

17 “What was it he said to you?” Eli asked. “Do not hide it from me. May God deal with you, be it ever so 

severely, if you hide from me anything he told you.” 18 So Samuel told him everything, hiding nothing 

from him. Then Eli said, “He is the Lord; let him do what is good in his eyes.” 

19 The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up, and he let none of Samuel’s words fall to the ground. 20 And all 

Israel from Dan to Beersheba recognized that Samuel was attested as a prophet of the Lord. 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

In the first verse of our passage, it says that the word of the Lord was rare. The Hebrew word does mean 

infrequent, and the context implies this with "there were not many visions." (1 Sam 3:1) However, it also 

implies something precious and valuable, like a rare jewel. The fact that they are not common is part of the 

reason why they are so precious. You can see how beautifully it marries as a description for the word of the 

Lord. But, it also describes a problem. How is one to recognize this precious and valuable thing if you don't 

encounter it? This is the issue that faced Samuel. 

  

And why was it rare? Was it because the people weren't listening? When everyone is doing what is right in their 

own eyes or however they see fit, without any consultation or consideration of God, how can they possibly hear 

what God might be saying? Of course under those conditions why would God bother to speak? We know that 

God did speak sometimes because he sent the earlier prophet to Eli. 

  

But now we have the boy Samuel who ministered to God, spent time with God, even if he didn't know God yet. 

And, we have this humorous episode of Samuel hearing someone call his name, rushing back and forth to Eli, 

who tells him at first to go back to bed. You know, the child who keeps coming back to you wanting a glass of 

water. "Go back to bed." We might even understand how Eli might be getting a bit frustrated by it all before the 

end.  

  

Despite all of his issues, Eli finally recognizes that God is calling out to Samuel. It is he that helps teach Samuel 

to tell the difference between the Call of God from the call of humanity. That is something that is important for 

all of us to learn. Are we listening for that call? Do we know what it sounds like, what it looks like?  

  

If we don’t know how God is speaking to us, we can easily miss the call. We will mistake it for mundane 

things, like the words of a friend or a realization while listening to music or even a sermon. It can be that, but it 

can also be the call of a God who loves you and wants to lead you through life. It helps to have people in our 

lives who can help us determine the difference between a word of the world and a word of God, especially 

people who have been through this with God before. When we discern that it is a word from God, the next step 

is to listen. 
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Some people say that they've heard a voice, like Samuel, like Moses at the burning bush. Others have felt a 

strong impression, confirmed by Scripture and others that they respect in the faith. Of course, we should pray 

for help in determining this, that God will give us the ability to tell whether it is from God, our own personal 

desires, or someone else's agenda. 

  

We can hear the Call of God and think that it's a human calling, like Samuel did. He tried to comply based on 

what he thought he knew, until Eli helped him recognize the difference. Yet, if we think that the call is a 

common human kind of thing, we may feel that we can safely ignore it. Another thing we see in this passage is 

that even when we get it wrong, God will keep calling. God will keep knocking. But, if what we're being called 

to do seems difficult or something that we don't want to do, it can be easy to rationalize it away. It wasn’t God, 

or God doesn't expect me to do that. 

  

Another thing that can happen all too easily is that we can mistake the call of humanity for the call of God. So, 

how are you supposed to know? That's why prayer is always important, as is knowing the stories of people who 

have been called, like Samuel. That's why it's important to have having people of faith around us to talk to about 

it. There are also some questions that you can ask yourself. Is it for God's glory or fame? Or is it for another 

person? Perhaps, it's for yourself. Does it call for selflessness, or is it selfish, even if it selfishly serves the glory 

of another? 

  

Martin Luther King had to make that determination. He was a young pastor in Montgomery, Alabama. 

Presumably he had already struggled with a call to the ministry. Now, he was the pastor of a church, and Rosa 

Parks had refused to sit in the back of the bus. He found himself in the middle of a bus boycott. He was 

receiving death threats. People called and threatened not only to kill him but blow up his house and his family 

with him. These threats were not hyperbole. 

  

That night King prayed aloud and received his answer. He continued on peacefully, if resolutely, on the mission 

for civil rights. He continued on in faithfulness to God's call, not for self-aggrandizement, but to sacrifice his 

life, his ambitions, for others. He was not a perfect person, neither was Samuel. None of us are, but he listened 

to God's call. He did the difficult thing for God's glory, for God's children. 

  

We are all called by God. Not all of our calls are going to look like Samuel's or Martin Luther King's. In fact 

few of them are, but what is God calling you to? God is calling you to make God the Lord of your life, above 

any human, including yourself, as we talked about a lot in December. Scripture tells us that humans were made 

in God's image, but so often, we try to make God into our image. That is something that we always have to be 

cautious about. It is God that is the highest authority. Period, even when we don't like it. 

  

But then, how do you live out your devotion, the dedication of your life to God? The Apostle Paul went from 

doing what he thought was right, persecuting and arresting Jesus' followers. Standing by while they were 

attacked and stoned to death (cf. Acts 7:54-8:3; 9:1-2) to someone starting churches and writing letters of 

instruction to them, sometimes while he  was in prison. (cf. Acts 9:13-30; 13:1-14:28) 

  

If you don't know specifically what God is calling you to do, well, it's okay. Samuel got up three times and went 

to Eli. The last time Eli instructed him to do something different. The next time he heard the call, he didn't do 
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anything. He lay there on his bed and replied, "Speak for your servant is listening." Take the time to listen. 

Don't be too much in a rush to do something if it isn't clear. 

  

I had my own period of time in my life when the word of God was rare. I had been a follower of Jesus for many 

years by this time. I thought I was called to be a pastor, and I was rushing to do everything to be ready to go to 

seminary, and God said no. 

  

Well, really God said "not yet," but it sure felt like a "no" for a long time, at least seven years. But, for the first 

6-8 months, I didn't hear a thing, and I was desperate for that word from God. When it finally came, from a 

totally unexpected direction, I knew which way to head in my continued journey with God. If I had not listened 

to or paid attention to that "not yet" … If I didn't wait, to learn, to listen to God, I would not have taken the steps 

that led me to be right here, right now. 

  

We are ALL called. If you don't know how, or to what, listen, pray, pay attention. 

  

Do we have the courage to listen? We may not like what we hear. The first instruction Samuel received was 

difficult to carry out. He had to give terrible news to his mentor, Eli, the man that was the closest thing he knew 

to a father or grandfather. Martin Luther King had hard and dangerous work ahead that eventually cost him his 

life. Not all of us are going to be called by God to do things that will make it into history books, but they may 

make a profound difference to the lives we touch. 

  

One of my favorite stories comes from Beth Moore, Bible teacher and author. I've told this story before, but it's 

been a while. Beth … and I don't think she would mind my calling her Beth … Beth has to do a lot of traveling 

for her work. She normally has a number of speaking engagements, so she frequently finds herself in airports. 

One day, she's waiting at the gate to board her plane, and she gets this prompting to go and speak to a particular 

man. It is not just any man of the tens that are waiting in the gate area. It's a particular man, and he is very 

particular. He's an older man in a wheelchair. He's one of the people who's going to need a little more time for 

boarding.  He's skin and bones, and his clothes look too large for him. He's clean, but his longer hair looks all 

tangled and matted.  

  

It should come as no surprise that Beth was resistant to go talk him in the crowded waiting room. She says to 

herself, to God, surely we'll be on the same plane, and I can talk to him then. The prompting she gets says, no, I 

want you to brush his hair.  

  

Can you imagine going up to a complete stranger in a crowded room of travelers and ask if you can brush their 

hair, tangled and matted hair at that? At that point, she became downright eager just to talk to him. No, go brush 

his hair. Despite her reluctance, she does go approach the gentleman. She very politely asks, "May I have the 

pleasure of brushing your hair?" He says, "Little lady, if you want me to hear you, you’re going to have to talk 

louder than that." So, quite boldly she announces to the whole waiting room. "SIR, MAY I HAVE THE 

PLEASURE OF BRUSHING YOUR HAIR?" And, he says, "Sure, if you really want to." Joy! She then has to 

ask him for a hair brush because hers is in her luggage. So, she retrieves his from his carry-on bag.  

  

Beth shares the true joy that she experienced brushing this man's hair. It was tangled, but it was clean, but it was 

also very fine. Having raised two daughters, she was experienced at gently brushing out fine tangled hair. 
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Before too long, she slips the brush back in the man's bag, goes around the front, and kneels down to talk to 

him.  

  

She says, "Sir, do you know my Jesus?" He says, "Yes, I do." He explains, "I've known Him since I married my 

bride. … You see, the problem is, I haven't seen my bride in months. I've had open-heart surgery, and she's been 

too ill to come see me. I was sitting here thinking to myself, what a mess I must be for my bride." 

  

We may say that we want to know God's will for our lives. We may even think we want to know, but then when 

the call comes, we're not willing to do it.  We are not willing to follow the Lord. Are you willing - really willing 

- to follow God's call and let God be the absolute Lord of your life? 

  

Are you willing to, as Paul writes in Philippians 2:3-4, "Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. 

Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the 

interests of the others"? 

  

It isn't always easy, but it a beautiful way to live, a fulfilling way to live. It is the Good News. It is the way that 

Jesus lived and died. This is the freedom that Christ gives us through his resurrection. If you are ready, place 

yourself before the Lord and pray, "Speak Lord, for your servant is listening." 

  

Amen! 


