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January 14, 2018 

1 Samuel 3:1-10  

John 1:43-51    Is That God Speaking? 

 

How do you know when it’s God speaking to you? We talk a lot in 

church about listening to God’s voice and hearing the call of Jesus to 

come and follow him. But how do we know what we are hearing? How 

can we be sure that it’s God voice and not a voice from somewhere else? 

And why can’t God just give us a sign? Or arrive with a special trumpet 

fanfare? Or have some kind of caller ID that would let us know that, yes, 

indeed, it is the Lord God speaking; it says so right here. If only we had 

a way of knowing if it was God for sure. 

So, it’s hard to know when God is speaking to us. We don’t want to 

assume things. We don’t want to seem crazy. We don’t dare believe that 

the Lord would speak to us. Who, us? Aren’t there others God would 

rather talk to? Smart people. Holy people. God people. Why us? What 

would God want to talk to us about? 

But the Bible tells us again and again that God speaks to people. People 

just like us. And it’s not just the priest or the scholar or the religious God 

person. Usually it’s the fisherman, the shepherd, the tax collector, the 
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woman at the well. It isn’t the highly respected or important. It’s the 

kids, the old ladies, the foreigners, ones you wouldn’t think that God 

would speak to. They hear God’s voice. With clarity and certainty. It’s a 

sudden thought, a tug in the heart that just can’t be ignored. 

There are some people who seem to hear God all the time. They see 

something wrong in the world, and they know God is calling them to do 

something, to speak up. “Look at that poor lost kitty. It might get hurt. 

We have to help it. Hey, do you see that man with the sign beside the 

road? We need to give him some food. See, that child in the refugee 

camp? He doesn’t have a coat. We have to do something.” But often 

there is another voice in my head. When I see problems in the world, it 

says “I don’t have time for this. And it’s probably a scam. And how 

much good will it do anyway?” And which voice should I listen to? 

Which voice is the voice of God? 

It’s hard to know when the Lord is speaking to us. Take Samuel. He 

didn’t know the voice of the Lord. When God called to him, Samuel 

thought it was someone else. Because he did not yet know the Lord, it 

says our reading. Samuel didn’t know what God sounded like or that 
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God would speak to him. He didn’t know. The only person around that 

Samuel knew would speak to him was the priest Eli. So when he heard 

the voice calling to him, he replied: Yes, here I am! And he ran to Eli’s 

side. But no, no it wasn’t Eli calling. A second time, the voice calls, a 

third time. Each time, Samuel goes to Eli. And every time, Eli tells him 

to go back to bed. 

That’s because Eli didn’t know it was the Lord speaking either. It says 

that in those days, the Word of the Lord was rare. Visions were not 

widespread. The people were just emerging from a very dark period. In 

the book just before this, the book of Judges, things oscillated between a 

little chaos and a lot of chaos. The unrelenting theme is that “Everyone 

did what was right in their own eyes.” It was a terrible, dark time. And 

here we have the high priest Eli losing his eyesight. And in the temple, 

the lamp of God had not yet gone out. Nearly, but not yet. It is symbolic 

godforsaken blindness piled on top of godforsaken blindness. Church, it 

has been very dark in the world before. We have been in desperate 

situations before. When God has gone silent and no one seems to care. 

But God always finds a way to speak. 
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Samuel didn’t yet know the Lord, though he was living in the temple. 

See, Samuel had been living there from a very young age. That’s 

because his mother, Hannah had prayed and prayed for a child. And 

when she finally had one, she turned around and dedicated him to the 

service of the Lord. This child given to her by God, she gave back to 

God. So there was Samuel living at the Temple serving the high priest 

Eli, doing whatever he told him to do. Samuel knew Eli’s voice. He 

knew his ‘Samuel, get me the incense,’ voice. He knew his, ‘Samuel, 

why didn’t you clean steps like I asked?’, voice. He knew his ‘Samuel, 

sit still and stop fidgeting,’ voice. Eli’s voice was the voice that Samuel 

knew. 

Samuel didn’t yet know the voice of the Lord. And maybe there are 

times when we don’t know it either. We hear a voice, calling us, but we 

don’t know where it’s from. Because there are so many voices we hear. 

That critical voice in our head that keeps saying we aren’t good enough. 

That jealous voice that says we don’t have enough. That cynical voice 

that says we can’t be careful enough. What voice do you listen to? 

Church, what voice are we listening for? 
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Neither Samuel nor Eli know that it is God speaking. It takes at least 

three times to figure out what is going on. After all, Samuel is just a boy. 

He is just a kid who does the chores around the temple. He’s just a kid 

who might show up at your bedside at night to say that he has heard 

noises or that he needs a drink of water. He’s just a kid who wakes Eli 

up before dawn because he is sure that Eli has called him. Maybe you 

have had a wake-up like that before. Jolted out of sleep by a child. Again 

and then again. No one is getting back to sleep now. Luckily Eli 

remembers that Samuel is just a kid. And he doesn’t scold him. Or tell 

him not to bother him anymore. But after the third time, an exasperated 

Eli tells Samuel that maybe it’s God. And maybe he should listen.  

Eli probably didn’t expect that it was God. Samuel was just a kid. But 

what Samuel tells him overturns his world. Guess what, church leaders 

and church grown-ups? God could be speaking to our young people. 

God could be calling them by name and giving them prophetic 

messages. And they need us to hear them. They need us to teach them to 

listen to God. And guess what, young people? The grown-ups may not 

realize it, at first, that God is speaking to you. So you will have to keep 
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asking about it. Keep wondering. Keep pestering the adults about those 

things, those concerns, spoken into your heart, those concerns. Because 

the world is dark but the lamp of God has not yet gone out and we need 

to hear from you what God might be saying. 

In this world of so many voices, people are looking for a word of truth 

and a word of hope, and, Church, our job is to listen for God’s voice. In 

worship and Sunday school and youth group, through mission and 

stewardship, with fellowship and hospitality. Whatever we do as the 

church, we do as the listening servants of God. And sometimes that 

means not listening to other voices. And sometimes, what God says to us 

won’t be easy. When Samuel heard the voice of God, he had to tell Eli 

that Eli would lose his job as the high priest. That his corrupt sons were 

in trouble. Sometimes the voice of the Lord turns the world upside 

down, but we can’t not listen. We can’t ignore it. 

Just ask Nathanael, who had been minding his own business before 

Jesus called him. In our reading from the gospel of John, Philip told 

Nathanael about Jesus. He told him he had to come and see. But 

Nathanael is doubtful. He is suspicious. Can anything good come out of 



7 
 

Nazareth? Can anything good come from that stinkhole of a place? 

Philip tells him to just come and see for himself. Church, we are a place 

where people should be able to come and see for themselves. Where 

people can hear the voice of God speaking to them. They can hear that 

the grace of God is for them. The love of God is For Them. God’s new 

life is For Them. Do not despair. Church, that’s the voice we need 

people to hear. 

Nathanael heard that voice. In that moment he listened to Jesus, 

something happened. Something we don’t know about. It doesn’t say 

anything in the text. Nathanael goes from doubting to believing because 

of the voice. And whatever it was, it changed him. It turned his world 

upside down. Sometimes, people just need a moment to hear Jesus. A 

space free of distraction, fear of fear, free of all the other voices that 

cause despair. To hear God’s voice. 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s talked about a time of despair when God 

seemed far away. The movement for equal rights for African Americans 

was slow and difficult. He wrote in his book, Stride Toward Freedom: 
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“I was ready to give up. With my cup of coffee sitting untouched before 

me, I tried to think of a way to move out of the picture without 

appearing a coward. In this state of exhaustion, when my courage had all 

but gone, I decided to take my problem to God. With my head in my 

hands, I bowed over the kitchen table and prayed aloud. 

The words I spoke to God that midnight are still vivid in my memory. "I 

am here taking a stand for what I believe is right. But now I am afraid. 

The people are looking to me for leadership, and if I stand before them 

without strength and courage, they too will falter. I am at the end of my 

powers. I have nothing left. I've come to the point where I can't face it 

alone.’ 

At that moment, I experienced the presence of the Divine as I had never 

experienced God before. It seemed as though I could hear the quiet 

assurance of an inner voice saying: "Stand up for justice, stand up for 

truth; and God will be at your side forever." Almost at once my fears 

began to go. My uncertainty disappeared. I was ready to face anything.1 

                                                           
1 Martin Luther King Jr, Stride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story, 1st edition (Harper & Brothers, 

1958), 124–125 posted on http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3529 

http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3529
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The voice of God is For us. It is calling us, Church. Calling us to listen. 

Calling us to speak. Calling us to stand for truth and justice. To 

disregard all the other voice in the world and pay attention to God’s 

voice. Calling us to follow the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of 

the world. God is calling us, so let us say: “Speak, Lord, for your 

servants are listening.” 


