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The Bible You Should Know
The Call of Samuel – What Voice Do We Hear?

I have a brain teaser for you this morning, but you must listen very closely and stay with me, because there are many twists in this.  You are driving a bus. You go east 12 miles, and turn south and go 2 miles and take on 9 passengers, and then you turn west and go 3 miles and let off 4 passengers. How old is the bus driver?  If you were listening, you will know the answer immediately – you are the bus driver, so I hope you know your age.

In May of 1978 I met one of my future brothers-in-law for the first time.  I was in the lobby of Hart Hall, the dorm where Tanya lived, and her brother Mike came in to help with moving her things home for the summer.

Mike was 16 or 17 at the time, very sure of himself, and strutted over to meet to express what seemed to be his disapproval of me.  I introduced myself and his first words to me were So.  You’re going to be a preacher, huh?  How do you know God has called you – did you hear him whispering in your ear or something?

It’s a good question, actually.  And the answer is, I don’t really know.  I never heard the voice of God in my ear, telling me he was calling me to vocational ministry, but I believe I felt him speaking to my heart.  It’s a very fine line how we deal with the voice of God.  If I tell you I felt God speaking to my heart that probably doesn’t sound strange to you, but if I said I did hear his voice audibly in my ear, that might make you uncomfortable.  


As we continue our series of The Bible You Should Know we come to the story of one who did hear God’s voice audibly.  Samuel is one of the great figures of the Old Testament, and we first meet him as a young boy who is under the care of the prophet Eli.  Samuel comes under the care of Eli because of a promise made by Hannah, Samuel’s mother.  Hannah was one of the two wives of a man by the name of Elkanah.  This man would come to Shiloh once a year to worship and offer a sacrifice.  He had no children with Hannah, and Hannah was heartbroken by this.  Matters were made much worse by Peninnah, who was his other wife.  She taunted Hannah because of Hannah’s childlessness.  On one of their trips to Shiloh, Hannah was greatly distressed and prayed to the Lord and wept bitterly (1:10).

As she was praying Eli was watching her.  Eli saw that her mouth was moving but he did not hear his voice.  Eli decided she was drunk and he confronted her.  Hannah said she was not drunk, but was pouring out her soul to the Lord.  Eli told her to go in peace, and that God would grant her prayer.  Hannah had a son, given the name of Samuel (which means God has heard) and out of her gratitude she eventually takes Samuel back to Shiloh and gives him to Eli, so that he could serve God.


Imagine, wanting a child so badly, and then taking that child and giving him to someone else that they would care for him and raise him.


Samuel makes a very different contrast to the sons of Eli, described by the Bible as worthless men (2:12) in spite of the fact that they were priests.  Their offenses are listed in this section, and I’ll leave it to you to read them.  Samuel, in contrast to these two sons of Eli, was growing in stature and in favor both with the Lord and with men (2:26).

As Samuel continued ministering in this place we are told that word from the Lord was rare in those days, visions were infrequent (3:1).  But as Samuel was lying down he hears a voice say Samuel.  He assumes it is Eli, and says Here I am and runs to Eli.  Eli tells Samuel that he did not call him and Samuel goes back to lay down.  Again he hears his name, assumes it is Eli, and goes to Eli.  Once again, Eli tells Samuel he didn’t call him.  A third time Samuel hears his name and goes to Eli, and this time Eli understands that Samuel is hearing the call of God.  
Eli instructs Samuel to go back, and if he hears the voice again he is to respond Speak, Lord, for Thy servant is listening (3:9).  And God speaks to Samuel and confirms that he has indeed called him.

The manner in which God speaks is very mysterious.  I don’t know why God has at times made himself very obvious while at other times we seem to be left to struggle to make sense of what God would be speaking to us.

God spoke very dramatically to some of the Biblical characters.  He spoke to Moses through the burning bush and on the mountain, to Balaam through a donkey, to the shepherds by angels.  But far more often I believe God speaks to us as he did to Elijah.  In I Kings 19 we read of God speaking to Elijah.  But notice how God speaks to Elijah.  First, there is a great and strong wind; a wind so strong that the rocks on the mountain were breaking in pieces, but God was not in the great wind.  After the wind came an earthquake, but God was not in the earthquake.  After the earthquake came fire, but God was not in the fire.  After the fire came a very gentle breeze, and on that gently breeze, in a still, small voice God spoke to Elijah (I Kings 19:9-12).

Skeptics often ask for God to make a great show of himself if he exists.  The crowds often wanted to see Jesus perform a miracle before they would be convinced of his truth (Matthew 12:38). Herod wanted to see Jesus perform a miracle (Luke 23:8).  Although God has manifested himself in very dramatic ways throughout history, most of the time he speaks and acts in much quieter ways.

People often ask me how to discern the will of God for their lives.  They will often say they have prayed and prayed and have waited on an answer from God, but no obvious answer comes.  There are many times I have wished that God would be more obvious, more audible in his replies.  But in my experience, he often is not.  I may feel a sense of conviction, but I worry that my sense of conviction could be mistaken.  I may have a sense of confidence about an answer, but I could my confidence could be misplaced.

So I believe this.  I believe that through his word, and through the word of God to others as recorded in the Scriptures, that I know how I am to live.  That may not answer all the questions of what kind of job one is to seek or where to live, but it answers the questions that are God’s primary concern.  Questions about love, questions about character, questions about faith, questions about eternity.  And I seek to find contentment in knowing God has given answers to those questions.


When the telegraph was the primary means of long-distance communication, a young man applied for a job as a Morse Code operator. Answering an ad in the newspaper, he went to the office address that was listed. Upon arrival he entered a large, busy office.  One of the noises in the office was the sound of a telegraph operating in the background.  A sign sat on the receptionist’s desk that told everyone applying for the job to fill out a form and wait until they were told to enter the office.

The young man filled out his form and sat down with the other applicants in the room. A few minutes later he stood up and walked right into the office.  The other applicants were confused and started to complain that they hadn’t heard anyone being invited into the office. A few minutes later someone came out of the office with the young man and said to the other, Thank you very much for coming, but the job has just been filled.  While you have been sitting here the telegraph has been ticking out the following message in Morse Code: “If you understand this message, then come right in. The job is yours.”

There are many people who will say that God is not speaking, but he is; but do we hear him speaking?  Are their other voices preventing us from hearing the voice of God?
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