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Spending 2,500 hours over five years, Bob Haifley glued 65,000 toothpicks to build a life-sized Jesus (picture). It hangs 

from a wire in his garage against a black backdrop, illuminated by a spotlight. What made this humble water-department 

supervisor and non-artist, start collecting toothpicks, inviting the ridicule of his neighbors. "God told me to do it," he 

says.  

  If you read her blog, Dena Johnson (picture) will tell you that God told her to marry a man who would ultimately cheat 

on her.  

  Pastor Stephen Cutchins (picture) shares of a man who came to see him  who told him, “God told me that I need to 

divorce my wife so I could pursue a relationship with a woman that I have been seeing on the side.”  

  Probably the most infamous, “God told me” in recent times was televangelist, Oral Roberts (picture). On January 4, 

1987, Oral Roberts told his followers that God told him that if he didn’t raise $8 million dollars by March of that year, 

God was going to kill Oral Roberts.  

  When someone begins a sentence with “God told me…” A silent alarm goes off inside me, unless the phrase is 

followed by a verse of Scripture. While we don’t want to put God in a box and it’s not because we think God is 

incapable of or uninterested in speaking to His people today, I resist that kind of languaging precisely because God is 

speaking to His people today. He speaks to us through His Word, the Bible.  

  Years ago we had a couple who would continually say, “God told me.” Yet, what they said God told them to do 

contradicted the pattern we see in Scripture. God always told them to do things that with their personality, they’d have 

done anyway. But when God told someone to do something in the Bible, it went directly against what they’d normally 

do. Moses didn’t want to go back to Egypt. The last place Jonah wanted to go was Nineveh. When God gave Samuel a 

message, it wasn’t one Samuel wanted to hear.  

  Our account in 1 Samuel 3 is one of the most endearing in the Old Testament. Two accounts from 1 Samuel are well-

known, David and Goliath and God giving a message to young Samuel in the middle of the night.   

  The Jewish historian, Josephus (picture), tells us that Samuel was 12 years old. We’re not sure. It’s apparent that he 

was a teenager.  

  God has a message for Samuel that will be a major turning point in the life of the nation Israel. They’d reached the 

bottom of the spiritual curve during the waning days of the judges. God’s message, God told me, should always be a 

turning point in our lives. Christians have God told me. We have God’s Word. The vital question is: Are we listening?  

  Nearly a millennia ago Thomas A. Kempis (picture) said: “Blessed indeed are those ears which listen not for the voice 

sounding without, but for the truth teaching inwardly. Blessed are the eyes that shut to outward things but intent on 

things inward. Blessed are they who are glad to have time to spare for God, and who shake off all worldly hindrances. 

Consider these things, O my soul, and hear what the Lord your God speaks.” 

  God gives Samuel a message and begins to do something unexpected and profound through the calling of this young 

man to become Israel’s first prophet in ten generations. Change came because this young man listened to God’s word. 

That’s always where true change begins. It was true then, it’s true today, and always will be true. God has a message for 

us. He just wants us to listen. As He did with Samuel, God wants us to listen to His Word. He wants to use Scripture to 

transform our lives. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. You have to be close to God to hear His voice. Do you remember the Verizon commercial, “Can you hear me 

now?” It was Verizon’s catchphrase for a decade. Actor Paul Marcarelli (picture) was reportedly making a quarter of 

million dollars a year. Repeated media exposure gave him a huge dose of fame. He signed endless autographs and posed 

for thousands of selfies. At a wedding he attended, more people lined up for pictures with Marcarelli than they did with 

the bride. Then there was the funeral of Marcarelli's grandmother. As her casket was being lowered into the ground, 

Marcarelli heard someone whisper, "Can you hear me now?"  

  Paul Marcarelli was totally identified as the Verizon "Can you hear me now?" guy. But after nine years, his contract 

with Verizon ended and he was approached by Verizon's rival, Sprint. Marcarelli was impressed - so Sprint asked him to 

star in a TV campaign titled “Paul Switched” (picture). That’s what God is doing here. God is switching from Eli to 

Samuel.  

  The writer is drawing our attention to several contrasts. Eli is going blind. It’s a sign of his growing spiritually blind. 

Remember he couldn’t tell the difference between a devout Hannah praying and evil sons of Belial.  

  Eli is on the outside of the Tabernacle, whereas Samuel is close to the Ark of the Covenant. Samuel is closer to God 

than anyone else. At first Eli can’t figure out that it’s God calling Samuel. Earlier Eli had been described as God’s priest, 

but no longer.  



  The phrase “word of the Lord” is used at the beginning of this passage and at the end. But the lamp of God is growing 

dim. This was the special golden lampstand (picture) used in the tabernacle. There was a lack of God’s light. There was 

a famine for God’s Word.  

  Experts fear there will be a famine in the 3rd World this year because of the War in Ukraine. Russia and Ukraine 

produce much of the world’s wheat. What’s taking place in Israel here is a spiritual famine. God has not been speaking 

to His people. The silence of God is His judgement because of evil in the nation. God wants to be heard but no one was 

listening, so God just stopped talking. They were dark days for the nation.   

  This is the first mention of the Ark (picture) in 1 Samuel. The Ark of the Covenant represents the presence of God. It’s 

a gold-plated wooden box that contained the two stone tablets of the Law with the engraved words of God, “I am the 

Lord your God…you shall have no other gods before Me.” But God was not in first place.  

  Eli’s sons slept with women at the Tabernacle but Samuel is asleep close the Ark. While Eli and his sons are on the 

outside, Samuel is close. To hear God you have to be close to God. Please notice that Samuel doesn’t “feel” God. We 

live in a culture and even a church world that talks about “feeling close to God.” God gave us our emotions but our 

feelings can fools us.  

  Study Scripture and you’ll find that we see God in His Word and hear Him through His Word. We feel God after we 

see and hear Him in Scripture. Feelings must not be in the driver’s seat.  

  We have a serious problem when we’re feeling driven. That’s often seen in our worship. Our priorities are out of sync if 

we’re more focused on the worship music than God’s Word. Much of Christian music today is “man-centered,” not 

“God-centered.” Listen to how often the first person pronoun, “I” or “me” are used in songs. We’re focused on how I 

feel, when God wants us to be focused on who He is. When we choose a church because of the band or music and not the 

preaching of the Word, we have a problem. Something is wrong when a church has a live band but piped in preaching.  

  That happens because we’re often experientially and emotionally driven but not Word focused. We’ll say “that’s good 

worship” or not “good worship” talking about the music. Search God’s Word and based on Scripture, you’ll not be able 

to determine “good worship” based on the music. It’s probable that in the early church they chanted. God’s Word must 

have the priority.  

  Tragically like Eli’s day, we have a famine of God’s Word being taught today. The loss of God’s Word always signals 

the loss of God’s presence.  

  We have a Word of God crisis in the Church today. But it’s not because we don’t have Scripture available, sadly, it’s 

because we’re not listening. In America we have more Bibles available than at any other time in history.  It’s only in the 

last four hundred years or so that a minister has been able to say to the congregation, “Please take your Bible and turn 

to…” Prior to the printing press, nobody had a Bible to turn to. In the 18th century when John Newton (picture) was 

addressing his congregation, this must just have struck him as he said to them, “I [count] it my honour and happiness 

that I preach to a free people, who have the Bible in their hands.” Yet while we are Bible rich, we are spiritually poor.  

  In his book, The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis (picture) tells the story of a senior demon named Screwtape who writes 

letters to his demonic nephew named Wormwood – who’s just getting started in the family business of tempting humans. 

Screwtape gives him all kinds of sage advice about how to hasten mankind’s damnation. In one letter he writes “It’s 

funny how mortals always picture us as putting things into their minds: in reality our best work is done by keeping things 

out.” If the devil can snatch God’s Word out of our hearts, he doesn’t need to fill them with all kinds of other junk. He’s 

already succeeded in stealing the “one thing needed” from us.  

  Sadly, Eli wasn’t listening to God. Have you ever had a stopped up ear? Maybe you flushed it out with drops or went to 

the doctor. All of sorts of gunk must come out before you can hear again. That’s us today. We have the gunk of sin in our 

hearts and can’t hear God.  

  It breaks my heart when I run into people who are turned off to the Church. Usually, it’s because the church ceased to 

be God and Word focused and became man-focused. That always ends in spiritual disaster.  

  One of the Church Fathers said that the Church bore a real resemblance to Noah’s ark. He said, “If it weren’t for the 

judgment on the outside, you could hardly stand the stench on the inside”. Spiritual corruption has always been a 

problem. In the days of Eli it was an all-time low.  

  Like Samuel, we must move toward God. Too many are distant and God wants us to draw near to Him. Will you draw 

near to Him today? Get in His Word and let God speak to you. Make Him the center. Or, like ancient Israel, there will be 

a spiritual famine in your heart.   

 

2. God always keeps calling, vss. 4-9. When Ronald Reagan (picture) was President he annoyed a senior citizen from 

Richmond Heights, Missouri. The man hung up on the President who was trying to call him. It didn’t happen just once, it 

happened half a dozen times! This elderly citizen didn't believe the operator when she insisted the White House was 

calling. He was so sure it was a prank that he wouldn’t stay on the line. But the Southwestern Bell operator and a 



neighbor finally convinced him it was real. As a result, he had the privilege of chatting with President Reagan for about 

15 minutes.  

  This scene with Samuel has a comic tone. The young man didn’t realize who was calling, even after the call was 

repeated. But it was from one far greater than a president. It was God Himself. At first Samuel was perplexed, but when 

Eli told him who was trying to get through to him, he listened.   

  God was going to use this young man. He has a heart for God and the things of the Lord. But there’s other evidence of 

his character. While Eli may have been an indifferent priest, he’s the one to whom Samuel reports. Samuel is serving 

God although he doesn’t yet know Him, and has a poor role model.  

  When he thinks that Eli is calling him, he runs. It’s the middle of the night,  the deepest hour of sleep. God speaks, and 

though Samuel thinks that it’s Eli, he springs to his feet and runs to the old priest and reports for duty.  

  Have you ever tried and get a teenager out of bed at 5:00 AM? Samuel is on top of this business of service. God is 

going to call someone who will get up in when He calls even if it’s inconvenient. He’s looking for someone who is ready 

to run to do His will even if it’s a bad time. Samuel’s willing obedience is a qualification for God’s blessing and being in 

His service.  

  Serving the Lord is rarely convenient. NBA Hall of Famer Jerry West (picture) said, “You can’t get much done in life 

if you only work on the days when you feel good.” Christian friend, if you only serve the Lord when you feel like it or 

it’s convenient, you’ll never serve the Lord.  

  God is contrasting godly Samuel with Eli’s evil sons. 1 Samuel 2:12 says, “Now the sons of Eli were worthless 

men. They did not know the Lord.” Verse 7 says, “Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had 

not yet been revealed to him.”  

  Eli’s sons were vile. You can’t know God and defy Him at the same time. But Samuel is a good, religious boy, serving 

in the Tabernacle. Yet, both are described the same way. How can this be? Because we all – moral/immoral, 

religious/non-religious, church member/non-church member – we all need a personal relationship with God. The word 

“know” refers to a personal knowledge. Jesus’ warning is serious, “depart from me I never knew you” (Matthew 7:23) 

But how can we know God? This is why Jesus came. John 17:3, “And this is eternal life, that they know You the 

only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.”  

  It’s only through Jesus Christ that we can truly know God. Samuel is about to have a personal encounter with the living 

God. Like Saul on the road to Damascus, Samuel was saved and called at the same time.   

  But who initiated this relationship? Samuel wasn’t searching for God. God made the first move. God always initiates 

salvation. He’s the great Seeker of souls. Study Scripture for yourself. You and I were born dead in our sins. Dead 

people aren’t good seekers. They’re good sleepers like Samuel. God must wake us up, Eph. 2:5, “even when we were 

dead in our trespasses, [He] made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved.” God calls us, and He 

calls us again and again. Friend, have you heard His call? Have you personally believed the gospel?   

 

3. When we know the Lord, He reveals more of His truth to us, vss. 10-14. Billy Sunday (picture) was a famous and 

successful evangelist of the early 1900’s. He was a former professional baseball player who met Christ at Pacific Garden 

Mission in Chicago. He’s remembered as a colorful preacher who led multitudes to Christ. Billy Sunday would be 

considered a success by almost any standard. Yet he lamented, “The great tragedy of my life is that though I have led 

thousands to Christ, my own sons are not saved.” In fact his sons mocked their father’s ministry and were drunks with 

horrible family lives, one of whom ended his life by suicide. At the end of his life Billy Sunday had a heart attack after 

learning one of his sons had killed someone while he was driving drunk. As he took his dying breath, he looked up at his 

wife and said, “Ma, we won the world but we lost our boys.” 

  In our passage we have a theophany. Scripture tells us God is a spirit, yet here He appears in a human body, God 

“stood.” You’ll find that when God wrestled with Jacob (Genesis 32) or the 4th man in the fiery furnace (Daniel 3). 

Personally, I believe it’s the pre-incarnate Christ. God wants to speak to us and have a relationship with us. He wants to 

have a relationship with you.  

  Why though this repeated message? God had already sent a prophet to Eli to let him know that his lack of restraining 

his sons was going to cost them all back in chapter 2. Because Samuel needed to know what God was going to do. It was 

also a warning of the seriousness of sin.  

  Unfortunately, though Samuel’s own sons were not evil like Eli’s, they didn’t turn out well. “They took bribes and 

perverted justice” (1 Samuel 8:3). Controlling your own children is vital. It’s a requirement for church leaders (1 

Timothy 3). Out of control children disqualify someone from the office of serving in the local church because if you 

can’t manage your own family, you’re not qualified to lead in the church.  

  Verse 14 is shocking! “Therefore I swear to the house of Eli that the iniquity of Eli's house shall not be atoned for by 

sacrifice or offering forever.” Jesus paid for all sins on His cross. Why is this sin unforgivable?  



  It’s the same sin referred to in Hebrews 10:29, “How much worse punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the 

one who has trampled underfoot the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, 

and has outraged the Spirit of grace?” It’s not that there are any sins beyond the scope of the cross. There are no sins too 

big for God’s grace and for the blood of Christ to cover them.  

  But Hophni and Phinehas were abusing the sacrifice, which represented what Jesus would do on the cross. They 

rejected the only means of salvation. 

  If you “kick” Christ’s sacrifice, you have nowhere left to turn for salvation. It’s what Eli’s sons had done. They had 

passed a point of no return. To pass the point of being able to turn to Christ is a frightening thought.  

 

4. God’s messengers don’t get to choose the message, vss. 15-18. Have you ever had to confront your boss? Your 

parent or grandparent?  

  Samuel has already been up half the night. I doubt he slept a wink, but he was hitting the snooze button. He doesn’t 

want to see Eli. He knows him and knows this man that he loves like a Dad is going to ask what God had said.  

  R. C. Sproul (picture) was asked which doctrine he struggles with the most. He replied: “Hell.” It’s comforting to 

know that a theological giant like Sproul wrestled with something I’ve struggled with my whole Christian life.  

  Did you know that Jesus talked about hell more than He talked about heaven, and He described it more vividly? There’s 

no denying that Jesus knew, believed, and warned about the reality of hell. 

  I don’t like sermons like this one. I’d rather preach on John 3:16 or God’s love. Samuel loved Eli. He didn’t want to tell 

him judgement is coming. We don’t get to choose the message because it’s not our message. It’s God’s message. If we 

love people, we must tell them about hell as well as heaven.  

  God was making Samuel a prophet. He was going to have him share other messages that people didn’t want to hear. 

God has called us to share the gospel with a lost world but our world doesn’t want to hear that judgement is coming or 

that its doomed. We are failing in what God has called us to do if we don’t warn our friends and family about God’s 

coming judgement.  

  A few years ago it was pouring down rain and I was getting ready to go to bed. I looked out our back window and 

thought, “Why is our neighbor’s outside light smoking?” Then, I realized they’d leaned plywood against a spotlight and 

it had caught on fire. I called 911 but they’re my backyard neighbor. I don’t know their address, so I drive to their house 

with the 911 operator on the phone. I’m banging on the door and house but I can’t wake anyone up. The fire engines 

came and that finally woke them up.  

  What kind of person would I be if I had seen it, and thought, “It’s late. It’s not my house”? Could I have lived with 

myself? Everyone you meet is going to spend eternity somewhere. I’m going to heaven and I want to take as many 

people with me as possible, don’t you? 

  God didn’t just save us for something. The cross means that He saved us from something – sin and it’s penalty, Hell. 

The Christian message is one that always begins with bad news about our sin but is followed with the best news, we can 

be forgiven. It’s why we repeat our purpose statement each Sunday. We want to reach our world! We want to reach our 

community! It’s not enough for us to know God’s Word, we must share God’s Word.  

  Don’t you think tears streamed down Samuel’s cheeks as he shared God’s message?  

  I wish we had a video of Eli here. I don’t believe this is fatalism when he says, “It is the Lord. Let him do what seems 

good to Him.” I think instead that they’re the words of a man who loved God, but life and his sons had gotten away from 

him. Even though it was going to cost him everything, he was going to trust God. It may have been his finest moment.  

 

5. As we grow in our knowledge of the Lord, others see it. “And Samuel grew, and the Lord was with him and let 

none of his words fall to the ground. And all Israel from Dan to Beersheba knew that Samuel was established as a 

prophet of the Lord” (vss. 19-20).  

  A famine of the Word is replaced by a fulness of the Word coming to the nation of Israel through the prophet Samuel. 

God will be with Samuel. All of his prophecies will come true. The entire nation recognizes his authority. “From Dan to 

Beersheba” would be the equivalent of New York City to Los Angeles. The Lord will continue to reveal Himself to 

Samuel because none of us arrive. The Christian life is a destination but it is also a journey.    

  So what’s God teaching us here? Throughout this passage  God’s Word is referred to, God told me – God told Samuel.  

  Samuel was to speak God’s Word and so are we. God speaks; We listen. While I don’t believe that God speaks audibly 

today, He speaks to us through His Word, the Bible. Are you letting God speak to you through His Word?  

 

Conclusion: Southern evangelist, Vance Havner (picture) used to say, “The Bible that’s falling apart usually belongs to 

someone who isn’t.”  

  God told me. He has, He’s given us His Word. Do we cherish it? Is it precious to us?  



  William McPherson was a Scottish quarry worker who came to America in 1893 and settled outside of Denver. A hard 

worker, McPherson eventually earned the spot of quarry superintendent. While a great superintendent, he had a problem 

with patience. One day his impatience got the best of him. He grabbed a stick of live dynamite and it exploded. The 

accident took his hands and his eyesight. From that moment on, he was blind.  

  Up to this point in his life McPherson had lived for himself, reckless and free. Now, he was entirely dependent on 

others to help him. On several occasions, others had tried to share Christ with him. But now because of his accident, he 

was in a place to listen. He gave his heart to the Lord. But he wasn’t satisfied by simply having someone read Scripture 

to him. He longed for the ability to read it for himself. He realized how much the Bible meant to him and he greatly 

needed its strength. He couldn’t read it in Braille because of his artificial hands. He tried to place his lips on the dots but 

they were numb. But he found he could read the Bible with his tongue. Though it made his lips and tongue bleed, he 

plugged on and in the 65 years that followed, McPherson read the Bible through four times with his tongue.  

  God told me…Do we cherish God’s Word? Let’s end this morning with some Take Home Truths.  

  God desires to speak to us. God didn’t just create the world and walk away. God desires to speak to us and have a 

relationship with us. God has always taken the initiative in speaking to us. We must learn to listen. 

  We don’t always hear very well. Sometimes we’re like Samuel: we don’t hear very well because we need instruction. 

Sometimes we’re like Eli: we don’t hear from God because we’re spiritually sluggish. It took Eli three times to figure out 

what was going on. Sometimes we’re like Eli’s sons: we don’t hear from God because we’ve closed our ears to God’s 

Word and are living in disobedience. You can’t expect to hear from God if you’re covering your ears. God wants to 

speak to us, but sometimes we don’t hear very well. 

  Because it is God’s Word I must submit to it. My reasoning, my logic, my  emotions – all must be surrendered to the 

authority of Scripture.  

  Hebrews 4:12, “For the Word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division 

of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” We need a Bible-

soaked mind and logic.   

  God’s Word transforms me when I respond to it. God’s powerful Word transformed Samuel from a young altar boy to 

God’s bold prophet. At the chapter’s beginning he’s dependent on Eli, at the chapter’s end he is God’s authorized 

spokesman. “Samuel grew” v. 19.  God’s Word has a maturing influence on us. God wants us to grow to be more like 

Jesus.  

  You can’t grow in your Christian life without spending time in the God’s Word. It’s not about learning facts. It’s about 

becoming like Jesus Christ.  

  God has spoken to us through Jesus.  Do you want to know who God is? Look at Jesus. All the Old Testament 

prophets looked forward to Christ, and all of the Scriptures are fulfilled in Him. When God sent Jesus, it was as if He 

said, “Can you hear me now? Good!” 

  God told me. He told us everything we need to know for this life and eternity. Are we listening?  


