
The call of Samuel 

1 Samuel 3:1-18

In the story of the call of Samuel, we are confronted with a number of painful issues. 

Firstly, we have the disobedience of the priestly family of Eli and his sons. Secondly, 

we have the inability of the priest to recognise the word of God. Thirdly, we have the 

burden of a prophecy of judgement being given to a young boy, a prophecy which he 

was afraid to relate, as it spoke of doom and destruction on the family of the man who 

had cared for him and raised him since early childhood.

The house of Eli had brought the priesthood of God into disrepute. Eli’s sons were 

committing barbarities and breaches of the laws relating to sacrifice. The sacrificial 

animals were cut up, the fat was burned as an offering, and the meat boiled for those 

making  the  sacrifice  to  eat,  and  some  of  this  meat  was  shared  with  the  priests. 

However, Eli’s sons, who were also priests, sent their servants to take some of the 

meat  by  force  before  the  fat  had  been  cut  off,  and  before  it  was  boiled.  Their 

preference was for roasted meat. But this was to treat the sacrifices offered to the 

LORD with contempt. It was a direct breach of the laws which God had given, laws 

which the priests were sworn to teach and to uphold. If any of the worshippers did not 

do what they desired, and protested that this was contrary to the law of God, they 

were threatened with violence! Those they ought to have been teaching had a clearer 

idea of what God required than those appointed to be teachers of the commandments 

of God. Thus they violated their office, and betrayed the trust given to them by God. 

And not only that, they committed even worse sins by having sex with the women 

who came to the tabernacle to serve the Lord.  It is possible that this was not merely 

gratification of their sexual appetites, but was in fact the introduction of pagan fertility 

rites in the form of cultic prostitution. Could there be any more serious breach of the 

covenant with God than to engage in a grossly offensive,  unmistakably idolatrous 

practice at the very door of the tabernacle where the ark of the covenant was kept? It  

was only at this point that the old priest Eli was roused up to protest against his sons’ 

misdeeds, a protest that was met with indifference. But how can the sons of a priest, 

themselves serving as priests, come to such a state that they are described in the Bible 

as wicked men who had no regard for the LORD? What had Eli been doing all these 
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years? Where had he been when his sons were growing up? What had he taught them? 

It seems apparent from the text that Eli was a lax father, failing to discipline or rebuke 

his sons’ misdeeds until things got so bad that even in his laxity he was moved to 

action.

Contrast this then, with the actions of Hannah and her son Samuel. Hannah had no 

children, and her husband’s other wife taunted her with that fact. When she cried out 

to the LORD, the LORD heard her and gave her a son.  Her response then was to take 

her son as soon as he was weaned to the tabernacle and present him there to the Lord, 

placing him in the care of Eli. This is the priest who had so dismally failed to raise his 

own sons in the ways of the Lord, so that they were known to be wicked men who had 

no regard for the Lord. What faith that must have been, to entrust your only son to the  

care  of  this  man,  leaving  him to  serve  the  Lord   there  along  with  such  wicked 

companions. All the more wonder then that we read that Samuel continued to grow in 

stature, and in favour with the Lord and with the people of Israel, while Eli’s own 

sons were hardened in their sin and lost the respect of everyone, and came under the 

judgement of God. It was the Lord’s will, so we read, to put them to death because of 

their sins.

Thus  the  house  of  Eli  was  not  to  go  unpunished.  A prophet  came  to  Eli  and 

pronounced the judgement of God on him and his sons. Their sins of contempt for the 

sacrifices  offered  to  God,  through taking the  best  parts  for  themselves,  and their 

sexual immorality which may involve idolatry, brought judgement on Eli and on his 

sons and their heirs. The curse that was pronounced upon them was that none of the 

males in that family would ever grow to be old men. All Eli’s descendants would die 

in the prime of life. God would raise up a faithful priest for himself to replace Eli, and 

Eli’s descendants would come begging to him for scraps of food to eat and a few 

coins. This curse would strike Eli to the heart, for he was himself an old man, ninety-

eight years old at  the time of his  death.  This  would have been said to  him some 

decade or so earlier, but even then he would obviously have been very old. To live to 

such a ripe old age was not unknown in Israel even in those days, but it was certainly 

not common. To have none of your descendants to live to old age would be a double 

blow to someone like Eli.  No matter what blessings may come on Israel, said the 

prophet to Eli, none of your descendants will live long to enjoy them. They will all die 
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in the prime of life. There could be no greater curse than that, for the covenant of the 

Lord specifically said that one of the blessings God would give to his people was that 

they would live long lives so they could enjoy the good things God had given them in 

the  land  of  Israel.  This,  says  Paul,  is  the  first  commandment  with  a  promise,  a 

commandment that enjoins children to honour their father and mother, if they are to 

enjoy long lives. 

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this  is right. “Honour  

your father  and mother” -  which  is  the first  commandment  with a  

promise - “that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long  

life on the earth.” [Ephesians 6:1-3, quoting Deut 5:16.] 

The sons of Eli certainly did not honour their father any more than they honoured and 

feared the Lord, whose priests they were. There is no way, then, that they would live 

long lives, even without taking into account all their other wicked deeds. 

This then was the spiritual climate into which Hannah entrusted her only son, the son 

for which she had longed for many years, the son who was the answer to prayer. She 

and her husband were obviously devout, covenant keeping Jews, as we can tell from 

their fulfillment of the commandments to make sacrifice to the Lord. And we can tell 

the depth of Hannah’s spiritual life from the magnificent prayer that she prayed when 

she handed over Samuel to Eli’s care, a prayer which has more than a few overtones 

of the Song of Mary in the Gospel of Luke. This was her faith, then, that the Lord 

would care for her son, that the Lord would watch over him and protect him even in 

the midst of covenant breaking and immorality in the very house of the priests of God. 

We come then to the call of Samuel, a call which came as the text relates, at a time 

when there were few visions from God, there were few prophetic words. And the 

Word of the Lord was spoken in the darkness, not to the spiritually lax high priest Eli,  

not to his sinful sons,  but to a child who came not from the priestly tribe of Levi, but  

from the tribe of Ephraim. The Lord spoke in the darkness, calling Samuel by name. 

Now Samuel had no idea who it was who called to him, so he assumed, as one would, 

that it was Eli who had called him for some need in the middle of the night. So he ran 

to Eli and said, “Here I am, you called me.” Eli denied this and told Samuel to go 

back to sleep. Again the Lord called Samuel, again he went to Eli, again he was told 
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to go back to sleep. A third time the Lord called Samuel, a third time he went to Eli,  

and at last the old priest realised what it was that was happening. This time, he told 

Samuel to go and lie down, and if he was called again, to answer in these words, 

“Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  After Samuel lay down, the Lord called 

him a fourth time, and this time he responded as the old priest had said. The Lord 

came and appeared to Samuel, speaking to him a terrible message of judgement, a 

message which would surely have been a great weight for such a young man to bear. 

And sure enough, Samuel lay down again,  surely too overwhelmed to go back to 

sleep, and in the morning he rose and carried out his usual duties. He was afraid to tell 

Eli what he had heard, and it was not until Eli gave him a stern warning that he would 

surely be punished if he kept back anything the Lord had said, that he finally reported 

his message. Eli at last accepted the rebuke from the Lord and awaited the punishment 

which was to come upon him.

But Samuel, meanwhile, continued to grow and mature. The Lord continued to appear 

there, revealing his word to Samuel, and he became known to all Israel as a prophet of 

God. And Samuel eventually became one of the greatest prophets of the Lord, guiding 

Israel through dark days until he was eventually called upon in his old age to anoint 

another young man, a teenager, a shepherd boy, as king in Israel to take charge after 

his death. This was of course King David himself. Samuel thus saw in his lifetime the 

some of the darkest days in Israel, when the priests of the Lord were great in their  

profanity and sin, the tragedy of the loss of the ark of the covenant to the Philistines, 

the  anointing  of  Saul  as  King,  followed by his  rejection,  culminating  then  in  the 

anointing of David, whose house was to reign in Israel for many generations, and 

from whose line would come the Messiah who would redeem all humankind.

What can we learn from the story of Samuel? It is not simply a story of an innocent  

young boy replacing a jaded, corrupt old man, whose sons were a by-word for sin. It 

is not simply a story of a pious mother and her devout son. We read in this passage the 

raising up of a new form of leadership in Israel: the prophet who will take charge and 

guide the country through the word which the Lord has spoken to him and through 

him.  Samuel  is  the first  in  the line of prophets continuing through Elijah,  Elisha, 

Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel and all the rest, prophets whose words still bring to 

us today the message of God. Samuel, like all the prophets, was called to a specific 
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task in Israel. The prophets were not political leaders like the judges and the kings, 

not law-givers like Moses,  not military men like Gideon, Barak and Samson. The 

prophets came to call the people of God back to faithfulness to the covenant. Their 

concern  was  not  with  the  nations  round  about,  not  with  the  political  strength  or 

military might of Israel, but with failure to obey the laws of God. Thus the prophets 

spoke their message not only to the ordinary people but also to the priests, the leaders, 

the kings, the elders in Israel, calling them back to faithfulness to the covenant of 

God.

Samuel was called at a time of gross immorality and idolatry in the very house of 

God. He began his ministry with a message of judgement on the high priest and his 

sons, and ended his ministry after deposing Saul as king and anointing David in his 

place.  This  is  the  task  of  the  prophet,  this  is  their  responsibility  and  burden;  to 

confront the people of God with their wickedness and to call them to repentance and 

renewed faith in God. 

We can see the story of Samuel echoed again in Luke’s Gospel where he is speaking 

of Jesus, not only in the similarities between the prayers which their mothers prayed, 

but also in the twice repeated statement that Samuel continued to grow in stature and 

in favour with the Lord and with men. The appearance of a prophet indicates a new 

stage in God’s dealings with his covenant people. No longer would they be allowed to 

continue in their  sins;  no longer would they be subjected to leaders who had lost 

integrity and respect; no longer would they be oppressed by other nations. God had 

raised up a new leader to bring hope and deliverance to his people.

This is of course precisely what God was doing in Christ. The people of God who had 

failed to keep their covenant promises, the leaders who were unfit to rule, the foreign 

nations who had oppressed them, all were confronted with the power, the glory and 

the grace of God in Christ. At that time, and in every age since, we are also confronted 

the same way. The issue for us is, and always will be, how will we respond to what 

God is doing in our midst? Will we be like Eli’s sons, persisting in disobedience and 

immorality, continuing to violate the covenant with God, besmirching the offices to 

which we are appointed? Will we be like Eli, turning a blind eye to the sins of others 

for the sake of a peaceful old age, one to whom the Word of the Lord no longer came, 

one who was passed over so that a new generation could be raised up to take his 

© Chris Gousmett, 2016 5



place? Will we instead be like the people of Israel, groaning under the burden of sinful 

leaders who have abandoned their calling, exploiting their position for personal gain 

and gratification, but calling out to the Lord for deliverance? Will we protest at the 

way leaders in  church and nation besmirch their  office and bring themselves  into 

disrepute? Will we be like Samuel, who although young in years and inexperience in 

the  ways  of  the  Lord,  was  still  the  one  who  was  chosen  to  bring  the  word  of 

judgement to those who are lost in their sins? Will we respond, “Speak, Lord, for your 

servant is listening,” or will we be like Eli, no longer able to hear when God speaks to 

us? If the Lord does indeed raise up prophets in our day to call his people back to faith 

and repentance, to renewal of the covenant, will we be like Eli’s sons, ignoring the 

rebuke and continuing on our way, or will we be like Eli, recognising at the last that 

judgement has caught up with him, and that there is nothing further we can do but 

wait in dreadful anticipation for God to punish us for all our sins? 

Or will we be like Samuel, hearing the voice of God, hardly recognising it for what it 

is because it is so rare in our day, hardly daring to speak what we have heard because 

of its awesome message, but yet wanting to obey the one whom we desire to serve? 

What will our response be to the Spirit of God, who is constantly at work in our hearts 

calling us back to faith in God, pleading with us to open ourselves to God’s grace, 

wooing us with the love of the Father whose children have gone astray? We can have 

only one response, we can dare no other, for the judgement of God will fall on all  

those who reject that call, all those sinners who refuse to cry for mercy,  all those who 

refuse to hear what God is saying to them. We can only say with Samuel, “Speak, 

Lord, your servant is listening,” and in faith obey what God has said to us. Only then 

will we see the Lord at work in our day, restoring his people to truth, love and faith, to 

be the people that he has called us to be.
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