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Questioning God’s Silence 
1 Samuel 3 

In my last sermon, I challenged the notion that “God whispers in our pleasures, speaks in our 

conscience, but shouts in our pain.” I challenged this opinion because I have the conviction that 

God seeks our attention with the same passion at all times. I believe God speaks to us always 

with the same intensity. The way we perceived God’s call may vary depending on our 

circumstances. Yet, God is always pursuing us with same fervor to gain our attention.  

I have been thinking a lot about listening to God’s voice. I have been asking myself several 

questions. Is it true that God always seeks our attention, to be in communication with us? Or, is 

there a point when God does not speak to us? If that is the case, why is it that there are times 

when God remains silent, or at least seems to stay silent? As you may see, I have been pondering 

a lot on this matter. So, it should not be a surprise that I have entitled this sermon, “Questioning 

God’s Silence.” 

My pondering and questioning brought me to the well-known passage of 1 Samuel 3. This text 

describes the moment God called Samuel in the middle of the night. This is a very inspirational 

account. This is also a critical passage as it introduces and sets the tone for the ministry Samuel 

will carry out as a judge and a prophet of God Almighty. This is the Biblical narrative that 

features the phrase, “Speak Lord, for your servant is listening.” However, before we get to the 

listening section of the text, let’s focus on some of the lessons presented to us before this sublime 

moment.  

The chapter begins with a staggering affirmation: “In those days the word of the Lord was rare; 

there were not many visions” (v. 1). At first sight, we may be tempted to believe that God was 

hardly speaking. You may be thinking, “Well, that’s exactly what the Bible says: ‘the word of 

the Lord was rare.’ God was hardly speaking. What else should I interpret this passage to be 

saying?” 

Before we accept as a fact the idea that God was hardly speaking, I invite you to challenge that 

notion. I invite you to question the text. Was God truly silent? Is it possible that God was 

speaking but people were not listening? For sure we know that there was a failure in 

communication. Yet, we need to ask if the communication “shutdown” is a speech problem of 

the Divine or a hearing crisis of the people.  

Even though the text says, “The word of the Lord was rare…”, I support the idea that God was 

speaking. Nevertheless, God’s voice went unnoticed. I find indications in the first two chapters 

of the book of 1 Samuel that God was speaking indeed. If we go back to chapter 1 and 2, we can 

see God speaking more than once.  
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God spoke to Eli through a nameless messenger.1 The report this “man of God” gave to Eli was a 

message of disapproval and judgment for the greed and debauchery of Eli’s two sons and for the 

unresponsiveness of Eli as a father and a priest. In this occasion, we can see God speaking. Yet, 

God’s word seems to have no effect on the recipient.  

Here is another example. The birth of Samuel can be considered a non-verbal message from God 

to Hanna and to the Israelites, as well. Samuel’s birth was God’s answer to Hanna’s prayer for a 

son. It was also a confirmation that God was at work. Eli had witnessed the suffering of childless 

Hanna. And, the birth of Samuel was evidence that the Lord was listening and responding to the 

cry of his people.  

Beyond this, after Hanna dedicated Samuel to the service in the temple, the Lord “spoke” his 

favor over Hanna who “conceived and bore three sons and two daughters.”2 Most likely, these 

messages were never perceived and understood in these terms. Eli, the person with the 

responsibility of helping people to see and recognize God’s activity, had blurry sight and insight. 

Therefore, he could not see or discern for himself.3  

What I see in the text is not a problem of speech, but a problem of listening to and recognizing 

the voice of God. What we see in the first chapters of the book of Samuel is not a problem of 

accessibility but of attitude. The word of the Lord was there, but people, especially the spiritual 

leaders of the nation, did not have an attentive attitude.  

We see some of this dynamic playing out in chapter 3. God called Samuel 3 times. God was 

speaking, but it took a while for Samuel to recognize the voice of God. The young boy had 

grown up in the temple, but his service was a religious routine with lack of spirituality. Up to this 

point, Samuel knew the ins and outs of temple life, but it seems that he was never instructed in 

how to deal with God. “Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had not yet 

been revealed to him” (v. 7). Samuel could not identify God as the person calling him because up 

to this point, Samuel did not have a personal relationship with God.4 

It is important that we understand that a healthy and vibrant relationship with God requires 

intimacy with the Lord. It is not about knowing how the church works. It is not about knowing 

certain rituals and observing certain religious celebrations. Being in relationship with God 

requires more than being part of an organization. It requires conversation with God. It requires us 

to listen to the voice of God calling us in the middle of night, waking us up from our spiritual 

slumber. 

 
1 1 Samuel 2:27 
2 1 Samuel 2:21 
3 1 Samuel 3:4 
4 1 Samuel 3:7 
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You may be thinking, “I have never heard the audible voice of God. I have never been in the 

position of Samuel. God has never spoken to me, at least not in such a distinct and clear way.” 

Yes, God can speak to you in an audible voice, but that is not the only way. God speaks through 

the Scriptures. God speaks through dreams. God speaks in your conscience. God speaks through 

people. 

One of the things that catches my attention in the text is that Samuel mistook the voice of God 

for the voice of Eli. This detail reminds me that God speaks to us through familiar voices. Here is 

what I am trying to tell you.  

God may be speaking to you in a voice so familiar that is hard for you to believe that the 

message you are receiving is from the Lord. Perhaps, God has been speaking to you through the 

voice of the doctor who keeps telling you that you need to give up that habit that is weakening 

your health and your finances. Perhaps, God is speaking to you through the voice of a friend who 

is telling you not to dwell in the past, not to be troubled but to trust, because God has your back.  

Perhaps, God is speaking to you through the voice of a family member who is telling you that 

you need to stop the cycle of codependency, that you need to say “NO” to people or situations 

that are not healthy, and that you need to set boundaries. God may be speaking to you through 

that person who tells you that you have intrinsic value regardless of what others say. Perhaps, 

God has been telling you through a very familiar voice that you don’t have to compare yourself 

to others but embrace who you are, where you are, and grow from there. Perhaps, God has been 

telling you to open yourself up to change, to get unstuck from your limited perceptions, and 

experience the goodness and presence of the Lord in new ways.  

I don’t know how God is speaking to you. That revelation is personal. Regardless, I know God is 

addressing you. The reason I know God is speaking to you is because the basic reality of biblical 

faith is that God speaks. “The fundamental conviction of our faith is not so much that God is, as 

that God speaks.”5  

Think about it. All things were created by the voice of God. We receive life by the word of God. 

We are redeemed by the Word of God, the Word that became flesh and dwelled among us. The 

Bible says that God’s word is medicine to our bones (Pr. 3:8); it’s light to our path and a lamp to 

our feet (Ps. 119:105); it’s food (Mt. 4:4) that gives life to our spirits (Ps. 119:25); it heals (Mt. 

8:8), cleans (Jn. 15:3), converts, and revives us (Ps. 119:107). God accomplishes all these things 

through his voice. God speaks. 

So, here is the challenge.  

 
5 Eugene H. Peterson, First and Second Samuel, (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1999), 38. 
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1. Before we think that God is not speaking, we need to verify that our ears are not plugged 

by worries, self-interests, and stubbornness. We need to make sure that we are not 

numbing our senses with busyness and other kinds of disturbances.  

a. For instance, Eli’s sons were consumed by their desire for pleasure and power. Eli 

was trapped in a vicious cycle of codependency that made him blind. Before you 

believe God is silent, please make sure you are not drowning in distractions. 

2. Consider the idea that God may be speaking to you through other people. I am not saying 

that you should take every piece of advice as a word from God. Yet, you need to be 

receptive and consider and examine what others are telling you. The possibilities that 

God may be speaking to you through a very familiar voice are great. Receive the counsel 

of others with an open hand wait for the Lord to bring confirmation. Remember this, 

“when God speaks, God confirms.”  

As someone who wants to encourage you to be in tune with the voice of God, I send you with 

this final plea. I am going to do this by rephrasing Eli’s advice to Samuel. Here is how I want to 

put it.  

I am not going to say, “Go and lie down.” That sounds like keeping the status quo and preserving 

the same spiritual sleepiness. Instead, “Go and be attentive.” I am not going to say, “if God 

calls you.” It’s not a matter of if. I am convinced that God will speak to you because God is at 

work in your life. So, I’d rather say, “when God calls you, say… ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant 

is listening.””  

Sending forth 

1 Samuel 3 concludes by saying that the Lord kept appearing to Samuel at Shiloh. We know that 

all Israel received the word of the Lord through Samuel, the prophet of God. God’s revelation to 

us is a commissioning to be his spokespersons in a world desperately needing to hear what the 

Lord has to say. So, as God speaks to you, make sure you share it with the world. Amen. 


