Message 3: Making Room for God to Speak into Our Lives
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Samuel Learns to Listen ¥RFEE > BRUT

If we look back over our lives, I think most of us can name a moment—or perhaps a series of small moments—
when something shifted. A conversation, an unexpected opportunity, a loss, a conviction, a quiet nudge... and
suddenly we realized our life was being directed in a way we had not planned. We may call it providence, calling,
awakening. Samuel’s story is about such a moment: the night when a boy serving in the sanctuary discovers that
the God he has been serving knows his name.
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For some people, that sense of calling comes early. [ envy them. For others, like myself, discernment takes years.
Samuel seems to belong to the first group. He is still young when his life is set on a course that will shape Israel.
But notice how the story arrives here: Hannah prayed, Hannah nurtured, Hannah released—and now Samuel
has to develop a relationship with God that is his own. No parent can do that part for their child.
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Our text informs us that by this time in our story, Samuel has been left in the tutelage of Eli for some years. How
many years we are not told...but rabbinic teaching suggests that when this incident happened, Samuel was about
12 years old. The call of Samuel begins as in many things of this nature quite subversive. Our story begins with
the statement that Samuel ministered to the Lord under Eli...and then an interesting comment - In those days
the word of the Lord was rare;, there were not many vision
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The rarity of vision therefore sets the atmosphere. Eli’s household is spiritually compromised, Israel’s leadership
is dim, and yet the lamp of God has not gone out. I love that detail. The situation is poor, but it is not hopeless.
God is already preparing Samuel before anyone understands what is happening.

At » RSO ENENE & - DANKXEBER LELH TR - DIEF R THEiRE g 5 2300 - HETE%E
HBK o BIREVEXNTT - MREARE » HHIELAWE - DA AFHEHER T2  HELHRTEREE -

The story teller highlights this point because it serves to give context to the spiritual condition of the land
through the poverty of spiritual vitality in the lives of Eli and his sons - who were supposedly spiritual leaders
of the land.
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We read also that on the day that Samuel encounters God, he is serving in the temple - the clue that reveals the
time of day is found in the comment, “...the lamp of God had not gone out...” According to Leviticus the lamp of



God was to be kept burning all night long...and an important part of priestly work was to tend to these lamps
making sure that it continued to burn through the night. Part of Samuel’s duties was to make sure that these
lamps continued to burn till sunrise. Likely it was during the pre-dawn time of day that Samuel was lying near
the ark of the covenant....sleeping lightly...making sure that these lamps remained lit until the morning.
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Eli, was described as having weak eyes - a description not only of his physical condition but also, I believe,
symbolized the nation’s dim vision of the Lord. The other description of Eli was that he was in his usual place...
Anyone looking or Eli would have looked there before any other place because likely, he didn’t move from this
‘usual’ place very often.
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Into this normal everyday routine, something extraordinary is about to take place. God calls Samuel...but Samuel
runs to Eli three times thinking it was the old priest who was calling him. After the third time Eli discern that
there was more going here...and instructs if he hears the voice again to reply “Speak, for your servants hears...”
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Let me offer a few of observations about this text.
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We have a tendency to miss God’s voice B[ 1 E I HAHEYE S

Our text informs us that while Samuel was lying in the temple by the ark of the covenant, he hears his name
called. One of the declarations of scripture about God is that he is not Silent. He is a speaking God. Genesis, the
first book of scripture, exposes a God who speaks... In the first chapter of Genesis “God said” is repeated 8 times.
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The revelation of scripture is that God speaks and when he speaks - particularly when he speaks to us -, he does
not speak philosophically or morally, or abstractly, he speaks personally.
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God speaks to Samuel as he did to Abraham, and Moses before him by calling his name - Samuel... but Samuel
did not know it was Yahweh who was calling his name. He thought it was Eli’s
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Likely, Eli has called Samuel many times resting in his ‘usual” place. The write is careful to describe Eli’s
condition - He is very old 2:22, he can barely see and can be found, lying in his usual place 3:2 - meaning that
his mobility was not good and soon after in chapter 4:15, he dies at the age of 98.
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It is clear then from our text that at this time in Samuel’s life, Eli was very weak, So, I don’t think it was unusual
for Samuel to think that the voice he heard was from Eli. More than likely Eli has dependent on Samuel help for
some time... So it makes sense then that when Samuel hears his name called, he went running to Eli, responding
to the sound of his name, and perhaps inattentive to the sound of the voice.
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We are not so different from Samuel. We are prone to miss out on what God is saying because of our
presumptions or our distractions. It takes intentionality to listen for God, for God often speaks to us in a still
small voice.
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Itis particularly difficult for us to intentionally listen for God’s voice today More than anytime in human history
we are exposed to so much chatter. Most of us live with a constant stream of voices. Our phones are rarely out
of reach. Work, money, anxiety, entertainment and the expectations of others all press in. There is nothing wrong
with receiving news or speaking to people on a phone. But when every quiet moment is filled, how will we notice
what is going on in our hearts? How will we attend to the word God has already given us?The danger is not
technology itself. The danger is a life in which we are never quiet long enough to notice what is happening in our
souls.
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Given the times we live in, it is perhaps even more important for us to carve out quiet time, to practice solitude,
and widen our hearts through prayer because prayer interrupts our hurried lives... Jesus said, 'When you pray,
go away by yourself, shut the door behind you, and pray to your Father in private.' Jesus himself repeatedly
withdrew to pray. Solitude is not an escape from people. It is a way of becoming present enough to God that we
can return to people more truthfully.
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Our text informs us that it is God who initiates this conversation. It is always God who makes the first move. It
is God who calls to Adam when he sinned...it is God who speaks to Abram, to Moses, to Jacob...and in our story,
He speaks to Samuel personally. calling him by name - Samuel...And the God of Samuel is the same God
today...calling out your name - John, David, Grace...etc...so | encourage you to pay attention, practice solitude
and prayer...and really listen for that still small voice...it will redirect and reshape your life...
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2. It is possible to know about God but not know Him.
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Verse 7, the writer makes this comment. nt Samuel did not know the Lord and the word of God had not been
revealed to Him... Interesting comment...don’t you think?
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The word reveal in Hebrew carries with it the meaning of being uncovered, disclosed or made known. It does
not necessarily mean Samuel knew nothing about God. He had been dedicated to God by Hannah, lived in the
sanctuary, and “ministered before the LORD” (1 Sam. 2:18; 3:1). Rather, Samuel had not yet experienced God
addressing him personally as a prophet. He knew about the Lord, but he had not yet learned to recognize the
Lord's voice.
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A person can attend church for years, know biblical language, serve faithfully, even participate in ministry, and
still be learning what it means to listen attentively to God. Samuel's story does not condemn such a person. It
shows that spiritual discernment is a process.
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I can relate to Samuel. My early Christian formation took place in the Anglican Church. I learned the Apostles’
Creed and the prayers. I assisted the priest in worship and at the communion table. I believed in God - an
almighty, transcendent God.
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Then, at a weekend camp on Thetis Island, something happened that expanded my understanding of who God
is. The leaders asked each of us to write a personal prayer that we would share on our last night together around
communion. As Anglicans, we were not accustomed to sharing personal prayers publicly. We prayed together
from the Book of Common Prayer. Writing our own prayers and then sharing them with everyone was not
something normally practised in my day.
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But that evening, as this group of young people began to pray, something profound happened. All of us sensed a
presence in the room. It seemed to wash over us like warm oil. | have never forgotten it.
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There was a young man sitting cross-legged directly in front of me. In my day, we would have called him one of
the tough guys - greased-back hair, pointed shoes, the whole thing. It was quite clear to me that he did not like
me, so throughout the weekend I had done my best to stay out of his way. But that evening, there he was, sitting
right in front of me.
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When that presence seemed to wash over us, [ will never forget what happened. He finally had to lie down on
the floor. He was groaning, overwhelmed by something he could not explain. He had not even written a prayer
for that evening, but suddenly he said, 'If you are God, you are beautiful.' I have never forgotten those words.
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Something changed in me that evening. | knew then that God was not only transcendent - high above us, almighty
and holy. He was also present, near and personal. The God I had confessed in the Creed was not merely a God to
know about. He was a God who could make himself known, a God we could encounter and to whom we could
respond.
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Samuel was about to discover something similar. In the quiet hours before dawn, he would hear his name called:
'Samuel! Samuel!' The God he had been serving was making himself known to him in a deeply personal way. Yet
the message Samuel receives reminds us that an encounter with God is never meant to remain only a private
spiritual experience.
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3 Discernment Is Clarified in Community
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Three times Samuel runs to Eli. Here is one of the grace-filled ironies of the story. Eli is a deeply compromised
priest, yet he is still able to help Samuel discern. We do not have to pretend Eli's failures do not matter in order
to receive the good thing he does here. God can use imperfect mentors. Eli finally realizes that the LORD is calling
the boy and tells him, 'If he calls you, say, Speak, LORD, for your servant is listening.'
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Wise community protects us from using the phrase 'God told me' as a way of ending every conversation. If what
[ call God's leading cannot be questioned, tested or examined, I have made my private certainty more
authoritative than the community God has given me. Samuel's first experience of hearing God includes
dependence on another person. That should make all of us slower to confuse confidence with discernment. St
Paul writes these words to his friends in Philippi: chapter 1:9,10
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9 And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all discernment, 10 so
that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and blameless for the day of Christ,...
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[ have learned not to make major decisions without trusted people who can ask questions, challenge my
assumptions and help me separate God's leading from fear or wishful thinking. Community is not infallible
either. Eli certainly was not. But healthy discernment is rarely threatened by wise examination. Samuel needed
Eli, and we need people who can help us listen.
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Of course, the fact that God used Eli does not mean every spiritual authority must be trusted without question.
Eli's failures were real, and the message Samuel receives will expose them. Wise counsel is not the same as
control. A healthy mentor points us towards God and Scripture, welcomes honest questions and does not make
us dependent on his or her approval. Eli's best moment in this chapter comes when he steps aside and teaches
Samuel how to answer God for himself.
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3. Obedience is not always easy
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The Lord comes and calls again, “Samuel! Samuel!” This time Samuel answers, “Speak, for your servant is
listening.” Notice the word servant. Samuel is not asking God to confirm all the plans he has already made. He is
offering himself to hear and to obey.
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The first message is hard. God tells Samuel that judgment is coming on Eli’'s house because Eli knew of his sons’
wrongdoing and did not restrain them. Samuel is afraid to tell Eli the vision. Wouldn’t you be? This is the man
who has cared for him and helped him recognize the voice of the Lord. But the next morning Eli asks him what
God said, and Samuel tells him everything. He hides nothing.
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Here is a part of calling we sometimes leave out. We like the thought that God knows our name. We may be less
eager to hear a word that costs us something. Samuel’s first act as one called by God is to speak truthfully to
someone he loves and respects. That does not give us permission to be harsh or to claim divine authority for our
opinions. It does tell us that listening to God and obeying God belong together.
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Sometimes the next faithful step is a conversation we have avoided. Sometimes it is admitting where we were
wrong, forgiving someone, keeping a promise when no one notices or standing beside a person in pain. There is
joy in following God, but there will also be times when obedience is difficult. “Speak, LORD, for your servant is
listening” is a prayer of surrender.
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As Samuel grows, the Lord is with him, and all Israel recognizes that Samuel is a prophet of the Lord. The story
does not say that one dramatic night made every future decision easy. God called. Samuel listened. Eli helped
him discern. Samuel obeyed a painful word. Over time, a life of faithfulness made the calling visible to others.
This is how the story of Israel begins to turn. The God Hannah praised is still at work, raising up a servant when
the old order is failing.
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And what about us? Where are you in this story? Perhaps you have been serving but have become so busy that
you have stopped listening. Perhaps you want God to speak, but your life has no quiet space in it. Perhaps you
have a sense of direction and need trusted people to help you examine it. Or perhaps you already know what
faithfulness asks of you, and what you need now is courage to obey.
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There is also a word here for us as a congregation. We may wish for a complete plan for the next season of our
life together. We may wish to know exactly who will lead and where everything will go. But perhaps God is
asking first whether we are becoming a people who can listen. Can we pray together? Can we make room for
voices we might otherwise overlook? Can we test what we think we hear with humility, and then do the next
faithful thing that is clear to us?
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The lamp of God had not yet gone out. [ want to leave you with that picture. The word of the Lord was rare. Eli’s
eyes were dim. Samuel did not yet know what God was doing. But the lamp was still burning, and God was calling.
The story does not rest on Samuel’s cleverness or Eli’s strength. It rests on the God who had not given up on his
people.
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So let us make room for God in the life we already have: in serving, in prayer and quiet, and in honest community.
And when his word asks something difficult of us, may we answer as Samuel did: “Speak, for your servant is
listening.” Amen.
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