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The Call of Samuel
1 Samuel 3:1-4:22
Key Verse: 3:19
“The LORD was with Samuel as he grew up, and he let none of his words fall to the ground.”

It happens all the time; people lose their jobs and are replaced by someone new. After the gulf oil spill, BP Chief Executive Tony Hayward, lost his job and will be replaced by Robert Dudley on Oct 1, 2010. Twelve U.S. presidents served only a single term essentially being asked to step down by the American people. The Obama administration asked Rick Wagoner, the chairman and CEO of General Motors, to step down when the GM chief was tied directly to ill-fated decisions that brought the company to the brink of collapse. These examples, and many like them, lose their positions because they are no longer effective. For whatever reason, they could no longer run their organizations well and thus were removed. However everyone I mentioned here are worldly leaders of companies or nations, but what happens when a spiritual leader becomes ineffective? How does a person become spiritually ineffective? And how can we guard against it? Through today’s passage we follow the lives of two men both of which are spiritual leaders. We see the beautiful call of a precious young as well as what happens to a spiritual leader who neglects God’s leading. May God bless us through this passage to either hear his call for the first time and respond to him, or to hear him with a new heart and grow into mature, dependable spiritual leaders. 
Take a look at verse 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.” In the beginning of the passage Eli and Samuel are both sleeping in the Temple of the Lord. It was the middle of the night for the lamp of God hadn’t gone out yet (v3) and Eli was lying down in his usual place while Samuel was sleeping near the ark of the God. We have heard a few times already, that the word of the Lord was rare and there were not many visions. So what happened next catches both Eli and Samuel off guard. Take a look at verses 4-5. “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.” The word of the Lord was so rare that when God finally did call out, Samuel’s first thought is that must have been Eli calling him. This happens two more times with the voice calling out and Samuel going to Eli only to find out that it wasn’t Eli. If I were Samuel either I would have been freaked out wondering where the voice was coming from, or mad wondering if Eli was playing some kind of joke on me. But Samuel is about 12 at the time and he is neither freaked out nor is he angry. In fact he is quite patient and obedient through all of this. Finally on the third time Eli realizes what’s going on and he instructs 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." (v9-10) From this I learned how important it is to have a shepherd, a spiritual mentor. Although Eli didn’t do much right, here is one thing that he did do right, he helped shepherd Samuel at the critical time to meet God. Granted it took him till the fourth time for him to get it right but in the end he did help Samuel to meet God. 

I wonder how many people may hear God’s call like Samuel but don’t know what to do or where to turn. Or what about in our own lives, have you responded to God’s call? Are your ears sensitive to hear God calling you? Can you hear his voice? Sometimes when I call my kids for dinner and they don’t hear me, so I call a little louder, and a little louder until I am screaming for them. Then they hear me and ask “what?” On the other hand some mothers have highly sensitive ears and can hear their baby crying over a crowd of loud people. Communication is a two way street. There are times to talk and times to listen. Samuel showed us the right attitude toward prayer when he listened to God. Most of the time we talk too much and don’t listen enough. God gave us two ears and only one mouth maybe that is a sign that we should listen twice as much as we talk. Samuel’s ears were sensitive to hear God’s call. 

This is Samuel’s first introduction to the Lord. Samuel knew about God because he had been ministering before the Lord for many years at this point, but he didn’t know God personally. It’s like this: last year my work place, Northwestern, got a new president. I have heard many things about him but I haven’t had the chance to meet him on a personal level. Likewise Samuel hadn’t had a chance to talk to God personally yet. However that was all about to change. And what was God’s introductory message to Samuel? “Hi Samuel, nice to meet you, I am God.” Nope. The message God gives Samuel is a hard one, a message of judgment. And it’s not judgment of just anyone, but of Eli who is practically his father. Take a look at verses 11-14. “And the LORD said to Samuel: "See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make the ears of everyone who hears of 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 he knew about; his sons made themselves contemptible, 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.” This message would be difficult to handle for anyone but especially hard for a 12 year boy and his would-be spiritual father. 
Why would God give such a message to Samuel? I believe that God gave it to him for two reasons, first as a test, to see if Samuel could handle God’s word properly and be clear and deliver God’s word as it is. A prophet can not add to, nor subtract from God’s word in any way no matter who it’s for, even if it is judgment against one of your own family members. And secondly God gave this message to Samuel to teach him God’s absolute authority. Samuel learned from a young age that unless you are right with God, He will cut you down. The Lord is the one who raises up and brings down, the Lord humbles and exalts. (v2:6-7) This would instill fear and respect for God in young Samuel’s heart. After receiving such a message, Samuel went back to sleep afraid to tell Eli what the Lord said. 
The next morning Eli asked what God told Samuel. After a bit of pushing, Samuel told Eli everything the Lord had said. Samuel passed the test and even though he was afraid, still he delivered God’s word completely. However at the same time it’s here that we see one of Eli’s fatal flaws. Take a look at Eli’s response to God’s rebuke in verse 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.” Eli responds to God as if he doesn’t care. It’s appears that even Eli is infected with the attitude of the time of judges where everyone does as they see fit- he’s thinking, “Let God do what he wants.” There is no repentance. This is a crucial point. The question we have to ask ourselves here is: how well do you respond to rebuke? Proverbs 13:18 says, “He who ignores discipline comes to poverty and shame, but whoever heeds correction is honored.” What if someone took the time to lovingly rebuked you, how do you respond? There are people that go around and blast everyone they see – I’m not talking about them – I’m talking about someone who is genuine and sincere. Listen to what Proverbs 1:23 says, “If you had responded to my rebuke, I would have poured out my heart to you and made my thoughts known to you.” King David, is known as a man after God’s own heart why? It’s because of the way he responded to being rebuked. David acknowledged that he was wrong in God’s eyes (2 Sam 12:13) and then he repented before the Lord fasting seven days lying on the floor. He went on to be Israel’s greatest king. Revival starts when we respond properly to rebuke. On the other hand, if we don’t respond, like Eli, destruction awaits us. Proverbs 29:1 says, “A man who remains stiff-necked after many rebukes will suddenly be destroyed—without remedy.” Spurgeon once said, “Get a friend who will tell you your faults or better yet get an enemy who will watch you keenly and sting you savagely. What a blessing such an irritating critic will be to a wise man and what an intolerable nuisance he will be to a fool.” Eli’s lack of repentance was one of his fatal flaws and it ended in tragedy.  
God rebuked Eli on two main points. First Eli honored himself and his sons more than God. Eli’s family had a special privilege to serve God, for God had chosen his family out of all the tribes of Israel to handle the temple sacrifices, (v2:28) but he and his sons spurned God’s blessing and were more interested in indulging themselves in their carnal desires than in honoring God. We see that Eli couldn’t control his physical appetite (v2:29) and was heavy (v4:18) and his sons slept with the women (v2:22) and took food by force.(v2:16) A person will lose effectiveness in ministry when they can’t control themselves in such areas as appetite, temper, and sex. This is why St. Paul said that he beat his body and made it his slave so that he could maintain self control so that he wouldn’t be disqualified by God. (1 Cor 9:27) This is a common theme that we find throughout the Bible. For example in the book of Genesis, Esau couldn’t control his hunger and sold his birthright for food. (Gen 25:29-34) In doing so he despised his birthright meaning that he cared more about satisfying himself than honoring God. In the book of Numbers, Moses couldn’t control his anger. (Num 20:11-12) When the Israelites were grumbling about not having water, God asked Moses to speak to a rock and water would come gushing out. But instead of speaking to the rock, Moses got mad and wacked it twice. And because Moses couldn’t control his anger, he didn’t honor God and lost the privilege to enter the Promised Land. In the book of 2 Samuel, King David’s ministry was brought to ruin because he couldn’t control his lust and dishonored God by falling into the sin of adultery. (2 Sa 11) Eli failed before God because he didn’t honor God in the first place of his heart. 
The second point God rebuked Eli for is found in verse 13. God rebuked Eli because of his lack of spiritual influence. As a result he failed to restrain his sons and they made themselves contemptible to God.  In chapter 2 Eli tried to rebuke his sons but they didn’t listen to him. (2:25-26) Either Eli didn’t live as a good example or they just didn’t respect him. Either way it was because he did not have a positive spiritual influence. As a parent he should have raised his children to love the word of God (Dt 4:9) but they didn’t. If we neglect to teach our children to pray, the devil will teach them to curse God and swear. If there is no cultivating going on in their heart, weeds will grow. St. Paul taught Timothy for men to be leaders, they must first be spiritual leaders in their home where their children obey and respect them. (1 Tim 3:4-5) Unfortunately Eli failed this qualification. But his lack of influence didn’t end there. We find in chapter four when the Israelites went out to fight against their life long enemies the Philistines they were defeated losing about 4k men. In response the elders of Israel blame God in chapter four verse three. We don’t find them seeking God before they go out to fight but only to blame him when things don’t go as they want.  These are the elders of Israel, those who Eli led for 40 years. (4:18) But they didn’t listen to him. It kind of reminds me of what happened to Lot. I believe that the thing that God told Samuel he would do that would make everyone’s ears tingle was that he was going to let the ark of God be captured. And Eli knew it. Not only that, at the same time this happened, God would carry out his judgment against Eli and his family. That’s why Eli was so concerned about the ark from this point on. Did Eli suddenly become interested in the ark? I don’t think so because before this every time we see Eli he is lackadaisical in his actions. He is either laying down, sitting or not doing anything. He should have been up at night to make sure the lamp of God didn’t go out, but he was lying down in his usual place. However at the end of chapter four he is worried about the ark because he knows his fate is tied to it. In the end Eli’s leadership amounts to this: Eli, his two sons and 30K men died, as well as, the ark of the Lord was captured.
Eli failed as a leader because he didn’t have vision. Actually he was losing his eyesight and had gone completely blind by the end of the chapter. Whether this is symbolic or not we find that he really didn’t have spiritual vision. (Sheep also don’t have much vision. They can only see what is right in front of them. And they often get themselves into trouble. That is why they need a shepherd.) Eli didn’t have vision for his spiritual life that is why he didn’t respond to rebuke, he lived for the “here and now.” Eli didn’t have vision for his children, that’s why he didn’t take care of them spiritually. Because of his lack of vision, Eli didn’t have a goal or a purpose. 
We get vision from the word of God. Take a look at Samuel in contrast to Eli. At the start of chapter 3, during Eli’s leadership we see that the word of the Lord was rare. But at the beginning of  chapter 4, we find Samuel’s word came to all Israel. Why? What’s the difference? Let’s read verse 19 together. “The LORD was with Samuel as he grew up, and he let none of his words fall to the ground.” Samuel’s attitude toward God was different. He loved and valued God and His word. It says that he never let God’s words fall to the ground. This means that Samuel treasured God’s word and didn’t treat it randomly. He held on to God’s word. And what was the result? Let’s read verses 20-21. “And all Israel from Dan to Beersheba recognized that Samuel was attested as a prophet of the LORD. 21 The LORD continued to appear at Shiloh, and there he revealed himself to Samuel through his word.” The more Samuel loved God and held on to his word, the more God revealed himself to Samuel. A person without vision, is a person without the word of God. This was Eli and all the Israelites. And as a result they fell into a rut doing the same old things. The Israelites were always fighting the Philistines. It was the same old story that keeps repeating. The reason for Samuel’s rise can be found in the fact that he received God’s call personally and he honored God above all things and didn’t let God’s word fall to the ground.
So what about you? Have you heard the call of God? I believe that he is trying to reach out to you just as he reached out to Samuel. And if you have heard God’s call are you ready to act on it? If not, why? How long will you reject God’s call to you? Samuel responded incorrectly 3 times but on the 4th he got it right. How long will you let God wait? And if you are ready and want to follow God, can you take on difficult tasks, such as delivering bad news to a loved one, or God’s judgment upon a close friend? Do you love others enough to give them the truth even when the truth hurts? God is calling for those who want to follow him, the only question is, how will you respond? 

