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Personal Introduction 

I was the last of eight children born to a tobacco farmer in Wake County, just 
northeast of Raleigh. Sandy and I met at Mars Hill College. We’ve pastored five 
congregations, and have served as Intentional Interim Minister for eight congregations 
and Traditional Interim for two more. We have a son and a daughter, and a 
granddaughter and a grandson. Since 2003 we have lived in Echo Farms here in 
Wilmington. I consider it an honor to preach here today. Thank you.   

 

Introduction 

The world changes so fast . . . . In many ways the ground is shifting beneath us. 
Wise people are growing and practicing a skill set for changing times. We can learn 
from Samuel. We’ll look at several passages in 1 Samuel.  

Behind him, Israel’s judges are disappearing, but they’re not yet gone. Ahead of 
him, the kings are appearing, but they’re not yet here. So Samuel is stuck between a 
dying old model and a new model that is not yet invented. He’s the midwife in this time 
of Israel’s labor and delivery, one of Israel’s times of mega-change. So let’s note three 
of Samuel’s skills for changing times. Will you let the Lord grow you in these skills: (1) 
praying and listening, (2) shushing our words and speaking the Lord’s words, and (3) 
staying in the saddle? They will work in Wilmington, in the Temple Baptist Church.  

 

A When He Didn’t Understand, He Prayed  1 Samuel 3:10; 1:8,13; 8:22      
 There are times when we just don’t understand. Samuel lays down some good 
footprints for us to put our feet in. The Lord called out, “Samuel! Samuel!” and Samuel 
replied, “Yes Lord; your servant is listening.” (3:10) 

Here’s what’s happening in that chapter. It’s two AM, and the Lord is calling 
Samuel’s name. Just a boy, Sammy lives in the temple. He hears the Lord, springs out 
of bed and says, “What’s hap’nin’ Lord? You talk; I’ll listen.” This event in the wee hours 
of the morning is characteristic of his whole life. Going often to the Lord in that listening 
attitude.  

In changing times, we need to do that: pray, and listen.  



 

As the book of 1 Samuel opens, we see two good examples of a bad example of 
listening. First, Hannah is in tears and knots day after day because she can’t have 
children. Her good ol’ boy hubby, Elkana, has a cave man outlook about women. He 
responds with just what every woman wants to hear when she’s upset: “whatsa matter 
with you! Aren’t I worth more to you than ten sons?” Elkana is not a good listener.  

So she goes to her preacher, Eli. He sees her tears and sorrow, and thinks she’s 
drunk. Some preachers aren’t good listeners either. 

Then there’s our good example, Samuel. Guys, hunker down, ‘cause here it 
comes right atcha. Here is a macho man who is a good listener. Ouch! 

In chapter eight, old man Samuel has been the best of the judges, for decades. 
But now the people ask for a king! That is the biggest, baddest slap in the face! Samuel 
prays, and God himself disapproves of the people’s request, but still God tells Samuel 
to . . . listen . . . to the people. Even when somebody is saying the wrong thing, it’s the 
right thing for us to have strong listening muscles.  

But, you know, when I think I’m right, I have a powerful, evil temptation to just not 
care what anybody else thinks. Anybody else here have that childish, sinful problem? 
And it is sinful, isn’t it?  

In changing times, we need some individuals who are strong at praying and 
listening. Maybe you can model that for the church; show the rest of us what that looks 
like. Show us how to grow in this first skill for changing times: pray, and listen.  

 

B. Samuel Shushed His Own Words, and Spoke the Lord’s Words to the 
People 
   1 Samuel 8:5    8:1-9       The leaders of Israel said to Samuel, “You are old, and 
your sons are not like you. Give us a king like other nations have.”  

This is a powerful and poignant moment. Let’s try to comprehend what Samuel 
felt. Think about his feelings. His was a long life of exceptional service. He has been 
supremely faithful: no season of sowing wild oats. No adulterous deviations. Spiritually 
he’s head and shoulders above everybody else in this story, even his mentor Eli. He 
deserves to have a four lane highway named after him, or a football stadium. But what 
does he get? . . . Samuel, we don’t want another judge like you; we want a king. . . . 
How do you think it made him feel? . . . How to be faithful to the best of the past, and 
still be open to the future? . . . A lot of people never get that.  

Well, to be candid about it, Samuel doesn’t like it one little bit. His tongue is 
getting real hard to hold. He must have felt like a dinosaur.  

Who remembers, “what a revoltin’ development this is!” (The Life of Riley) 

Characteristically . . . characteristically, Samuel prays, and the Lord tells him how 
to look at this revolting development. Do you know how to look at those kinds of 



 

developments? The Lord tells him how to look at this, and what to say to the people. In 
8:10 we gotta know that he’s fuming, he’s angry, he’s hurt, he’s gritting his teeth and 
clenching his fists, but he . . . spoke . . . the Lord’s words . . . to the people. He’s open 
minded, open to the future, open to the possibility that just maybe the Lord can handle 
the situation that Samuel just cannot understand. Just possibly, maybe, the Lord might 
have a plan that will work.  

Have you been there? Listen . . . Samuel does not have to get his way . . . That’s 
a key . . . He has what David called “a right spirit.” We’ll need some people like that in 
changing times: old folks like Samuel or Moses; young folks like Jesus and his disciples; 
middle aged folks like Paul; somebody! 

Be flexible! Be open to the future, even when we don’t like the way it’s shaping 
up. Our daughter at 14 went on an associational Acteen mission trip. Their advance 
training emphasized, “be flexible. You must adjust to the unexpected.” A bunch of 13 to 
15 year olds. They flew to their mission point, got off the plane and their leaders said, 
“we’ll give you your luggage back day after tomorrow. So for the next 48 hours, be 
flexible!” HaHaHa! Now that wouldn’t bother most of us guys in the least. But would you 
want to deliver that word to a dozen teenage girls?! A person could get hurt! . . . Be 
flexible; be open to God showing us a new way.   

Now we turn to 1 Samuel 7:23, where Samuel models a healthy outlook. Samuel 
set up a stone of remembrance between Mizpa and Jeshana, and named it Ebenezer, 
meaning, “the Lord has helped us.”  

 We need this skill. Our outlook – our disposition – drags us down or lifts us up. In 
changing times the devil will bring to our minds woe-is-me kinds of words, but we can 
choose to give voice to godly words, uplifting words, like the Lord has helped us.  

Here’s what happened in that chapter. Samuel calls Israel together for a prayer 
meeting rally. Their enemies the Philistines hear about it and crash the party to rain on 
the Hebrew parade. In the battle, the Lord thunders against the Philistines, the scripture 
says, and they scatter like ducks at a shotgun blast. Samuel sets up a stone of 
remembrance, and names it Ebenezer, meaning, the Lord has helped us.  

Now think about this. They had not planned the day that way. Who would?! But 
Samuel chooses to see in the events of that day a microcosm of Israel’s whole history. 
They have been attacked and abused, defeated and mistreated. They have an 18 
wheeler load of dirty linen and skeletons in their closet. And we gotta know that a lot of 
women and children watched by the window that day for a sweetheart or a dad who 
never . . . came home again. But through it all the Lord has helped them, and Samuel 
calls attention to that good and uplifting fact. That’s a healthy, selective view of the past, 
and it empowers us in the present.  

We need those kinds of the Lord’s words in turbulent, changing times. It’s not a 
sin to put a positive spin on yesterday, to make us stronger today. Choose this healthy 



 

perspective; show us what this second skill for changing times looks like: shushing our 
own words and speaking the Lord’s words.  

 

C He Stayed in the Saddle  4:21 and 7:16 
Now we turn to 1 Samuel 4:21 where we see sticktoitiveness. Before she died in 

childbirth, she named the child Ichabod, meaning, “the glory of the Lord has departed.”  

Now, I know that’s not a word. But then, if I say it, and you know what I mean, 
then it is a word, isn’t it? Sticktoitiveness. He had it. We need it. Actually, what it is, is 
biblical patience. In the Bible, patience means tough, hanging in there, enduring, 
persevering, sticktoitiveness, stayin’ in the saddle and gettin’ the job done.  

And Samuel lived that way. He had to slog through politically muddy marshes 
and rise above dozens of disappointments. Let’s recall just one day, in chapter four.  

Here’s what happens there. It’s the worst Monday morning imaginable. It would 
be comical if it were not so sad. Listen to the events that bring young Samuel into office 
in the first place. Eli is the priest. His playboy/gangster sons Hophni and Phineas are 
away in the war with the Philistines. Phineas’ wife is due any minute. A messenger 
arrives from the battle, and he does not have good news and bad news. It’s all terrible! 
The Hebrews have been slaughtered. Hophni and Phineas are dead. Worst of all, the 
Philistines have captured the ark of the covenant, the symbol of God’s presence in their 
midst. 

With this crisis news, the priest Eli, a fat old man of 98 years, falls over 
backwards, breaks his neck, and dies on the spot. When Phineas’ wife sees the 
evening Facebook posts, she goes into labor, delivers a son, and names him Ichabod, 
which means, “the glory of the Lord has departed.” Then she dies. Talk about a bad hair 
day! That’s the day Samuel becomes Judge!  

How would you like to begin a career like that? Sad to say, things never get any 
better. There’s never a day in Samuel’s whole life when he can sing it and mean it: “Oh, 
what a beautiful mornin’! Oh, what a beautiful day! I got a beautiful feelin’ everythin’s 
goin’ my way!” Not once. Samuel lives a very good life in very bad times. He has 
sticktoitiveness. We could call his life “Good News for Bad Times.” He was an anchor in 
the storm. In changing times we need an anchor model, and Samuel is rock solid.  

Further, 7:16 says that he goes on a circuit throughout Israel year by year. He 
does not live a lazy life; he works hard and stays on task. Some people serve the Lord 
in fits and spurts. But for decades, Samuel is as predictable as the sunrise. Rain, shine, 
drought, floods, hot, cold, bumper crops and famine: like Ol’ Man River in the Song of 
the South, he just keeps rollin’ along.  



 

And some of you good Bible students are already ahead of me. Samuel not only 
tolerates the change; he’s a big enough person to help usher in the future! Do we grasp 
the humongous difference? 

And don’t forget that Samuel is the kingmaker. He doesn’t like the way things are 
going, still he’s the one who anoints Israel’s first two kings, Saul and David. Samuel is 
not a five year old brat in an adult body; when he’s rebuffed he doesn’t pick up his toys 
and go home. He shifts gears! He continues to make good things happen, holding his 
opinions and preferences in check . . . in order . . . to serve the Lord and the people.  

So, stay in the saddle. Be a model of sticktoitiveness; show us what this 
resilience and stamina look like. The more people who work individually at that, the 
stronger the church will be collectively . . . sticktoitiveness. The third skill for changing 
times is staying in the saddle.  

 

Conclusion 

The Monday Morning quarterback types perceive that Samuel’s life was the play 
that made the win for Israel. When he made his debut on history’s stage, it was a 
turbulent, tornadic time. Religion was self-serving. Nobody gave a thought to 
establishing peace. The Hebrews themselves were like a pack of wild dogs, snapping 
and snarling over a kill. But when he exits the stage at the end of the changing times 
drama, he has almost singlehandedly propelled them from a bunch of bickering tribes, 
to a nation poised to become a major world power in one more generation. He was the 
Holy Gorilla Glue that held them together when they were about to fly apart big time. He 
led them to a springtime of new beginnings. Wilmington and Temple need people like 
that in changing times . . .  

Wouldn’t it be nice if we could see into future? Maybe so, maybe no. But we can 
know that we need some models of Samuel’s skill set for changing times: praying and 
listening; shushing our own words and speaking the Lord’s words, and staying in the 
saddle.  

Surely, the future depends on the Lord. But it’s not that we’re waiting on God; He 
waits on us! So the future does not depend on the Philistines, or the storms, or any 
difficult personalities. In a real and biblical sense, the future depends on the Samuels 
among us. Moses and Joshua tell us to be strong. Will you be a Samuel, and grow 
strong in these three godly interim skills?  

One day you and I will see our last sunrise. There will be no more meetings; no 
more Covid, no more elections . . . On that day, by God’s grace, let the record show that 
we have placed our feet in Samuel’s footprints in a changing world.  

 



 

Prayer: Lord of changing times and of all times, create in us we pray thee a soul 
deep desire to grow strong in Samuel’s skills for changing times. In Jesus’ name, amen.  

 


