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It’s a conversation every parent has had with their pre-teen or teenage child.  The context doesn’t 

matter, the particular topic will vary from one to the next, but the underlying exchange happens 

over and over again.  Whatever it is you are ‘discussing,’ the child finally blurts out, “Dad, you 

said that already, I heard you!”  It is in that moment that we reply, “Yes, but are you actually 

listening?”  It’s an exchange most all of us have been a part of at one time or another (if you’re 

like me you’ve been on both sides of it in your life), but I’m not sure we ever quite realize how 

imperative a notion listening is when it comes to our relationship with God!  And, what stood out 

to me as I re-read this story of Samuel and Eli for this morning, is that there three things we have 

to do if we are truly going to listen to God. 

 

It starts with that very notion of hearing.  We have to perceive that the voice is there at all!  I 

think it’s interesting to note how this third chapter of Samuel begins.  “The word of the Lord was 

rare in those days, visions were not widespread.”  Now, we could talk all day about why or what 

this implies, but the truth is that I think we often dismiss the notion of hearing the word of God 

in distinct ways as something that happened a long time ago.  The reality, however, is that this 

time for Samuel and Eli was very much like ours.  We don’t tend to hear of ‘visions’ and angelic 

visitations in our world, today, in the same manner in which they are shared in Scripture, but (as 

we see in this story of Samuel) that scarcity doesn’t mean that God’s voice is absent.  That 

scarcity means it can be a little harder to find that voice amidst the noise. 

 

That’s why I wanted to share that reading from I Kings.  I think we look at these historic Biblical 

stories and it causes us to be like Elijah – we run out and we expect that God’s word will 

overtake us with the sweeping engagement of the wind, the life-shattering rumble of the 

earthquake or the awe-inspiring clarity of the fire.  But, so often (most often), that’s just not how 

it works.  God doesn’t come to most of us with the angelic simplicity of Gabriel speaking to 

Mary, the visionary clarity of Isaiah in the face of the six-winged seraphs or unmistakable and 

unavoidable alteration of life of Jonah being swallowed up in the belly of the whale.  So often 

(most often), God’s voice is so much more subtle – it’s the sense of the heart, the words on the 

pages of Scripture, or even the wisdom of a friend.  So often (most often), the word of God in 

our lives isn’t the burning bush of Moses, it’s the still small voice that Elijah found in the silence.  
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So, the first thing we have to do is hear, we have to quiet the noise of our distractions and our 

expectations enough that we might find the voice of God as it seeks to speak to our lives. 

Then, it’s time to listen.   

 

It’s a comical scene that we see play out here with Samuel and Eli.  The bouncing back and forth 

gets increasingly annoying to both parties as Samuel keeps running to his teacher, whom he 

believes is calling him – only to be rebuffed by the teacher who’s being repeatedly awakened 

from his slumber.  Each time, you know the characters are getting progressively aggravated as 

Samuel becomes more and more convinced that his teacher is toying with him and Eli simply 

can’t stand another pointless awakening from his restless pupil.  All this of this continues, of 

course, until Eli realizes what’s happening and sends Samuel back one more time – this time to 

come not to him, but to the Lord, with his invitation, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” 

 

Now, what we’ve seen play out her is, of course, a reflection of what we’ve just talking about – 

hearing…discerning the voice of God.  Samuel had to work through the quieting of his 

assumptions and expectations – he had to process the ‘noise’ that was distracting him – so that he 

could hear the voice of God as it was trying to speak into his life.  What we also see playing out 

here, however, is that listening takes more than hearing, it takes more than the perception.  What 

we see playing out in Samuel and Eli is that listening is active – it’s something in which you 

intentionally engage.  There’s an imperative distinction between hearing and listening.  Hearing 

is a moment of perception – it is taking note of the sounds, becoming aware of something you 

need to hear.  Listening, on the other hand, is the act of giving your attention to another – it’s the 

act of intentionally tuning yourself into those sounds so that you can be a participant in what they 

are speaking to your life.   

 

When we look at this story of Samuel and Eli, we see that the core of it is that Samuel responded 

to the moment of perception.  It may have taken him a while to work through what was 

happening – he may not have fully understood a first.  But, when Samuel heard, he got up, he 

went to Eli, he went to Eli again, he went to Eli a third time, and then he went to the Lord.  When 

Samuel heard, he got up, he engaged, he gave his attention, he wasn’t content just hearing, he 

embraced his role in listening to that voice that God was speaking into his life.  And, that is what 

brings us to the third, and I think most often overlooked, aspect of this story of Samuel and Eli.   

 

I think most of our reflections on this story tend to end at this point.  Samuel and Eli have done 

their little dance, Eli has discerned that it is, in fact, God who is speaking, Samuel opens himself 

up to the blessed word of the Lord…the music starts to play, the scene slowly fades and the 

words ‘The End’ come across the screen of our little mini happily-ever-after.  The hitch, of 

course, is that the story doesn’t end there. 

 

The story continues throughout the second half of that third chapter of I Samuel.  Just after 

Samuel turns to God and says, “Speak, for your servant is listening,” the story goes on like this… 

Then the Lord said to Samuel, “See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make 

both ears of anyone who hears of it tingle. 12 On that day I will fulfill against Eli all that 

I have spoken concerning his house, from beginning to end. 13 For I have told him that I 

am about to punish his house forever, for the iniquity that he knew, because his sons were 
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blaspheming God, and he did not restrain them. 14 Therefore I swear to the house of Eli 

that the iniquity of Eli’s house shall not be expiated by sacrifice or offering forever.” 

 

15 Samuel lay there until morning; then he opened the doors of the house of the Lord. 

Samuel was afraid to tell the vision to Eli. 16 But Eli called Samuel and said, “Samuel, 

my son.” He said, “Here I am.” 17 Eli said, “What was it that he told you? Do not hide it 

from me. May God do so to you and more also, if you hide anything from me of all that he 

told you.” 18 So Samuel told him everything and hid nothing from him. Then he said, “It 

is the Lord; let him do what seems good to him.” 

 

It’s not the happy ending that we tend to imagine as Samuel speaks those words in verse 10.  It 

turns out that Eli’s sons are a bit of a problem.  They are ‘consorting’ with the women who come 

to the temple.  They are taking meat from the sacrifice that’s not properly prepared.  They are 

grabbing the finest portions of the sacrifices and eating them.  They are desecrating the temple!  

Eli knows about it – and he hasn’t done enough to stop it.  So, God’s going to.  That’s the 

message that Samuel receives here.  Not one of hope and promise, not one of excitement and 

expectation, but one of condemnation and conviction.  It’s a pronouncement so disconcerting 

that Samuel literally ends up laying awake all night not knowing how to handle this with his 

teacher whom he loves and respects.  It’s Eli, however, who invites Samuel to share the 

unfiltered report of what he has heard.  And it is Eli, I suggest, who completes for us the image 

what it means to listen to God. 

 

The story of Samuel and Eli began with hearing – it began with that very first step of perceiving 

the noise and taking note that something was going on.  It wasn’t the earthquake, the wind or the 

fire – it wasn’t the awe-inspiring voice from God on high.  It was more of that still small voice in 

silence, and it took a while for them to figure where it was coming from.  But they perceived 

(they heard), and then they listened.  Up and down, back and forth, again and again Samuel gave 

his attention to that voice.  He may have been a little of-course for a while, but Samuel kept his 

attention there – he kept engaging in that act of listening – until he tuned in to the voice that God 

was speaking to his life.  And then, and this is so key, our story ends with not only Samuel, but 

Eli, receiving the unfiltered word of God.  Not the news they wanted.  Not what they would have 

asked for.  Not an answer to the ‘God please do it this way’ prayer that they would have recited.  

But, the genuine wisdom and word that God longed to speak to their lives. 

 

I think in our constantly engaging, multimedia barraging, whim-fulfilling, self-indulgent society 

really makes it hard for us to truly listen to God.   

• Our minds are conditioned by the plethora of food for our senses that constantly 

surrounds us, we read the stories of awe-inspiring Biblical revelations, and we expect that 

hearing God means the magnificent vision in the glorious rainbow – so we overlook the 

still small voice in the silence, the sense of the heart, the words on the pages of Scripture, 

or even the wisdom of a friend. 

• Our lives are so busy, and our hearts and minds are so distracted by the endless list of 

considerations and commitments, that we allow ourselves to be content with hearing and 

simply can’t seem to prioritize the time to give our attention to what God might be 

saying. 
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• Then we hear the preachers and prognosticators constantly telling us what we want to 

hear because it makes us feel good, and we forget that, sometimes, God isn’t saying what 

we want God to be saying. 

 

But, the story we see unfold with Samuel and Eli, the story in which we see people truly 

receiving the word of God in their lives, is one in which we see that… 

• The voice of God so often (most often), doesn’t come in the bellowing voice from on 

high – and in fact, for Eli, came through trepidation and timid words of a student. 

• The voice of God doesn’t permeate our consciousness but needs our attention as it seeks 

to breath into our lives. 

• And, the voice may not always be saying what we want to hear – but that doesn’t mean 

we don’t need to hear it. 

 

So often, a parent will find themselves turning to a child and saying, ‘Are you even listening?’  

As I look to what it means to listen in this story of Samuel and Eli, however, I find myself 

wondering how often God is asking the same of us!  

 

 

 


