Sermon for Epiphany 2B

January 18, 2009 

Texts:  1 Samuel 3:1-20; Psalm 139: 1-6, 13-18; 1 Corinthians 6:12-20; John 1:43-51 

“The Word of the Lord was rare in those days.”
The Word of the Lord was rare in those days,

And it often seems as if the Word of the Lord

Is also exceedingly rare in these days.

As we look around us,

We may wonder, “Does God speak to us any more?”

A professor that I had for a class on preaching

Tells a story about an experience he had on a panel discussion.

He was invited to a preaching conference

Along with a number of European theologians.

During a panel discussion, he used the term

“The authority of Scripture”.

A number of heads turned and looked at him.

One of the European scholars said to him,

Did I hear you say, 

“The authority of Scripture?”

Surely you misspoke, yes?

You didn’t really mean that, did you?

Nobody believes that anymore!

Our professor, Scott, related to the our class,

“I guess I am just a nobody, then!”

It makes me think 
That if “nobody” believes the “authority of Scripture” anymore

Then it is most certainly true,

That the Word of God is exceedingly rare in this time.

However, is the Word of God rare in our time,
Because God is not speaking

Or is it is because we are not hearing.  

In our life today, we do, sometimes, wonder where God is,
And what God is saying about our lives 

And our lifestyles,

And what is happening to us.

Sometimes when I see the war and destruction 

We have brought on one another,

The things that we have exposed our children to,

And the polarization of our society along lines of wealth,

I wonder what God is saying to us,

And whether we want to hear what God is saying.
Is the Word of God rare?

Or do we not like the message we are receiving?

Are we hearing the Word,
But choosing to interpret it in some other way that pleases us?  

If we go back to the Old Testament text for today

And think back to what was going on in the world
When Samuel was just a small boy,
Perhaps we will receive some insights.

Samuel was born in the time

Before there was a King in Israel.

It was the time of the Judges,

Or rather weak leaders,

Some of whom were good

And some were not so good.

The book of Judges, which describes this era,

Ends with the words:
“In those days there was no king in Israel,

And the people did what was right in their own eyes.”

Perhaps these words are not so distant from our own time!

Samuel was born into a world where the people

Obeyed their own instincts,

Rather than following the Law of Moses or a righteous leader.

As is alluded to in our text this morning,
And discussed in more detail earlier in the Book of Samuel,

Eli, the priest’s sons certainly fell into the category

Of doing what was right in their own eyes,

And what they did was not pleasing in the sight of God.

Eli, who was God’s devoted priest,

Did nothing to restrain his sons,

From robbing the worshippers of their offerings,
Or sleeping with the young women,
Who served in the temple.  

As sons of Eli, the priest

These young men were in line to be priests also,

And God did not want this kind of behavior

Among God’s priests. 

God had warned Eli,

Through another man of God,
That his sons’ behavior

Would result in their deaths
And the death of Eli, himself. 

Eli was a faithful priest,

But he was unable to stop the evil perpetrated by his sons.

The Word of the Lord may have been rare in those days,

But the Lord was not silent.

Just as in so many other stories,
God chose an unlikely candidate

To convey his Word.

He chose a young boy serving under Eli,

To not only convey the message of condemnation to Eli,

But to serve as God’s chosen prophet 

During the upcoming critical time in Israel’s history.

This young boy would become God’s chosen prophet,
During the time that Kings would begin to rule Israel.

He would even speak God’s Word to the great King David. 

The Word of God may have been rare,

During those days of the Judges,

But the lamp of God had not yet gone out.

God’s light was still in the world

And God chose to intervene in the evil being conducted by Eli’s sons.

There was no indication that Eli, himself, was evil.

In fact it was Eli, who helped Samuel
To realize that God was speaking to him.

Eli also encouraged Samuel to share God’s Word with him,

Even though the Word was not good news for him personally.

Eli even accepted God’s judgment

Saying “It is the Lord, Let him do what seems good to him.”

These words mark a turning point 

From the people doing what seemed good to them, individually,
To Eli’s realization that God was going to doing what seemed good to God.

God’s Word may have been rare in those days,

But God was still in control

And intervening in the abject evil,

That was occurring in Israel.  

God intervened in human history,

By ending one dynasty of priests,

And raising up a new prophet-priest,
The boy Samuel, who would grow to direct God’s people

In the ways in which they should go.  

God chose a child, 
One who had been born to a previously barren woman,

And dedicated to God’s service at a young age,

To be the messenger of God’s Word to God’s people.

God spoke to Samuel in the temple

And used Eli to help Samuel recognize God’s Word.

God often chooses unlikely candidates

And shapes them to God’s work.

God, then may use other people to reinforce God’s plan.

God’s Word had been rare,

But now in the prophet Samuel,
God made sure that none of his words fell to the ground.  

God’s Word may seem rare to us today,

But are we perhaps not recognizing it.

God’s Word may come to us in a variety of ways,

But often to recognize it,

We may need the help of others in the community,

Just as Samuel needed Eli’s help.

Unlike the European theologians,

Who did not recognize the authority of Scripture,

We, believe that God does speak to us through Scripture,

Mediated through human beings who have recorded God’s Words for us.

As we have talked about in our Book of Faith Bible studies,

And have heard in the discussions of “How Lutherans Interpret the Bible,”
We try to hear the plain sense of the Bible,

The message that God wants us to hear for our lives.

To do that we have to seek to understand

What the words would have meant to the original writers and listeners,

In their time and place.

Then by analogy, we seek to understand, in the company of others,
What God would want us to hear in our time and place. 

What I hear from the story of Samuel,

Is that God does choose to intervene in evil,

When it suits God’s purposes.  

As you think about the plain meaning of this for you,

In what ways might God be choosing to intervene in your life?

Have you sometimes been derailed on a particular path,

Or seemingly sent in a different direction?
Might this be God’s work

In ways that are not readily apparent to you?   

Have you ever had the experience

Of having something good come out

Of an event that was otherwise devastating?

God does not cause evil

Or cause bad things to happen to us,

But God does sometimes turn a terrible event

To good ends. 

God sometimes seems to us to be distant or absent,

But it maybe that we are not recognizing God’s intervention,

Or it may be that God has not yet chosen to act.  

God’s Word comes to us in several different ways.

God has given us God’s Word

In the written Word of the Bible.
Although the Bible can be read individually,

Particularly for devotional purposes

It is best read and interpreted 
In a community which can help us
See and understand its meaning for our lives.

Just as Samuel needed Eli to hear God’s Word,

We often need the support of others

To recognize and interpret God’s Word in our lives.

The preached Word is also God’s Word for our lives.
Just as God used Samuel to spread his word,

God uses pastors, preachers and others 

To help put the message of the Bible into today’s time and place. 

The other way in which God’s Word comes to us

Is in Jesus, himself, God Word come to earth, 
In human form,

Or as our reading from John’s Gospel two weeks ago put it,

God’s Word made flesh.  

Just as in today’s Gospel reading, 

Philip encouraged Nathanael

To “Come and see” Jesus,
God invites us in the water, bread and wine

To come and experience Jesus.

Although we were not present when Jesus, 

In human form, walked the earth,

Jesus promised us where ever two or three were gathered in His Name,

He would be present among us.  

When we gather here on Sunday morning,

Around Word, Baptismal Font and Communion Table,

Jesus is present among us,

And God’s Word, in this place, is far from being rare.

In this Epiphany Season, 

Not only is God’s Light not yet out,

It is gleaming brightly,

As the Light of Christ,

Brightens our lives,

And reveals God and God’s Word for us.

May God’s Word not be distant or rare for you.

May you seize the opportunity

To gather around Font, Table and Preached Word,

To hear God speak to you in the midst of this community of faith.

Amen
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