
2nd SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY 

January 17, 2021 

 

Text: 1 Samuel 3:1-10 (11-20) 

Theme: Trustworthy Servants 

 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father  

and the Lord Jesus Christ – Amen  

 

In my studies this week I came across the term sanitation which is the 

word we use when sensitive information is removed from a document 

so that it may be distributed to a wider audience.  When declassified 

materials are released to the public, portions of the text are covered up 

with these wide black pen strokes.  For very good reasons they are 

covered up.  However, when I see those black marks my curiosity is 

always peaked.  I am more interested with what is not shared than 

what is visible in the rest of the text.     
 

Our church does a similar thing which is how I came across the term.  

Sometimes we omit sensitive information from our Scripture readings 

on Sunday mornings so that the overall message is sweeter and more 

light-hearted.  We do not take a black marker and remove them from 

our Bibles but we do leave out certain verses for the reasons I just 

stated.  It makes some sense.  At the end of the day we want everyone 

to leave church on a high note.  But I do not think we should sanitize 

the gospel (or water it down) just so we can feel good.  Growing in 

our faith means we can struggle every now and then with what we 

hear and read that is difficult.  Let that be the case for us today. 
 

I first noticed this pattern of omission when I looked at the appointed 

lesson from 1 Samuel.  See the parentheses at the end? We could stop 

at verse 10 and stick with a nice little story about the call of Samuel.  

Keep those other verses in and we have an even more powerful story.  

When I turned to Psalm 139 there was this comma sitting between the 

numbers 6 and 13.  It tells us to gloss over six verses. It made me 

curious as to what was in those verses.  And since our Bible Study is 

looking at 1 Corinthians it did not take me long to discover that even 

the epistle lesson was out of context when read alone.  It has quite the 

backstory that is totally missing.  

By the time I made it to the gospel lesson, I was skeptical.  Was this 

simply a story about two people being called by Jesus or was there 

more that we should consider? 
 

As presented to us this morning all the readings offer us beautiful 

stories that are not to be discounted.  We hear in them that we are all 

called by God into service.  We can all have this wonderful, intimate 

relationship with God that includes the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Along 

with Philip and Nathanael we can walk with Christ and be mentored 

by him.   
 

But it is in these missing verses that we move beyond the excitement 

of being called to understand more fully what that means for us.  On 

the heels of January 6 and all that came before that fateful day and all 

that will come afterwards let us commit ourselves to the fullness of 

his Word.  As I said in my letter to the congregation, it is not enough 

to pray and then sit back and watch to see what God will do.  God 

leans on us to do the work (that is what it means to be called).  God 

holds us accountable (that is what it means to live out our calling). 
 

Beyond mere curiosity, it is with courage (and not fear) that we read 

these missing verses and we start with 1 Samuel.  God woke up the 

young boy named Samuel to tell him that the punishment that God 

had already pronounced on Eli and his sons would become a reality.  

In the previous chapter the sons of Eli were described as scoundrels.  

They had no regard for the Lord or for the duties of the priests.  Eli 

for his part called them out but they did not listen.  God told Samuel 

that the house of Eli would be punished forever.  His sons committed 

blasphemy against God and Eli did not restrain them.  Such words 

from God were not easy for Samuel to hear in his first encounter with 

the Lord.  We should not be that comfortable with these words either.  

Where is the grace?   
 

God did not tell Samuel that he needed to be the messenger of the bad 

news.  When I read between the lines and hear that Samuel lay there 

until morning I can imagine that it would have been difficult for him 

to sleep after hearing God speak such damning news about his 

mentor, Eli.  It was only when Eli pleaded with Samuel that he told 

Eli everything and hid nothing from him.  Eli accepted the judgment 

placed on him and his house.  At the end of the chapter Samuel is 

described as a trustworthy prophet.   



We learn so much from what was excluded from our reading.  We 

learn that there are real consequences for those who have no regard 

for the Lord.  We learn that God is the judge over all things and we 

need to take that seriously.  We also learn that when called upon we 

are to speak the truth about God and hold nothing back.  It is what a 

trustworthy servant of the Lord would do.   
 

As ones who were baptized and confirmed in the church we made a 

promise that we would work for justice and peace in all the earth.  

Our willingness to be a trustworthy servant of the Lord must include 

the willingness to speak for the sake of building up the body of Christ 

(and not to tear it down).  We must acknowledge our own sin against 

God and neighbor no matter how big or small our sins might seem.  

We cannot speak of forgiveness without mentioning how much we 

have grieved and offended God.  We cannot affirm our place in the 

kingdom of God without mentioning the obedience that God requires 

of us.  We will be held accountable by a God that loves us 

unconditionally.  We cannot escape his presence or his love.  
 

It is what we hear in the missing verses of Psalm 139.  We are assured 

that no matter where we go God will find us.  It is a promise and not a 

threat.  If we ascend to heaven, God is there.  If we descend into the 

deepest pit, God is there.  If we settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 

God is there.  His right hand will lead us and hold us fast.  When we 

are covered in darkness it is his light that will enlighten our day.  

Whenever we doubt what our relationship with God looks like then 

just turn to this psalm.  No matter where we go, God is there.  No 

matter what we do, God has his hand on us.   
 

From 1 Corinthians we need to read the other chapters so we do not 

misinterpret our text.  Earlier Paul pointed out the sin that someone 

(in their church) committed.  Paul was clear that they all needed a 

wake-up call.  Everyone in the church acted as if nothing had 

happened.  But Paul told the church leaders to expel the man from 

their faith community.  Unchecked Paul believed he would infect the 

rest of the body of Christ.  Strong words coming from another trust-

worthy servant.  In our church constitution there is a chapter outlining 

the process we use to remove members because of their conduct.  It 

has many opportunities for the sinner to be repentant before a final 

judgment is made.  It reminds us that individual sins affect the whole.   
 

We are taught in seminary to make sure we end our sermons with 

some good news before we leave so let me turn to the Gospel of John.  

Jesus is choosing those who will follow in his footsteps.  I asked 

earlier if this was simply a story about two people being called or was 

there more that we should consider.  It is easy to miss the point that 

Jesus knew Nathanael even though they never met.  It is a wonderful 

reminder that Jesus knows us intimately (go back to Psalm 139) and 

still calls us to be his trustworthy servants.  As trustworthy servants 

we do not need to sanitize the gospel or water it down when we speak.  

It needs no edits from us.  It stands on its own to hold us accountable 

and to show his love.  Amen  


