

1

THE FLICKERING LAMP IS FANNED INTO FLAME
1 Samuel 3   Matthew 12:9-21

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, I know that when it says in verse three that "The lamp of God had not yet gone out," it is simply talking about the candlestick in the tabernacle that was lit every evening and which burned throughout the night until the oil ran out, apparently just before dawn. That little reference to the lamp of God not yet having gone out is simply saying that it was just before the pre-dawn darkness that God first called Samuel. I realize that. But I still can't help seeing it as a little picture of the spiritual state of Israel at the time. "Word from the Lord was rare in those days." But rare doesn't mean it didn't exist, that it wasn't heard at all. There was still "a man of God" to come and read the Riot Act to Eli back in chapter two. "Visions were infrequent," we read, but infrequent doesn't mean God never appeared to his people at all. 

It was dark in Israel. It was night in Israel. It was the son of a prostitute, Jephthah, whom the people were reduced to calling to deliver them from Ammon, just over the hill actually, only a few miles east of Shiloh. No shame on Jephthah, of course; it had nothing to do with him. But it was surely a shame on Israel. After they had ostracized him they then had to go crawling back to him. And Samson, just a little to the south, was being a bigger ass than Balaam's, flitting from one Philistine beauty to another. And he was a Nazarite too, dedicated to the Lord, just like Samuel. But what a difference. As soon as the Spirit began to move in Samson, he took himself off to Timnah to find himself a Philistine wife. Samuel, on the other hand, was ministering to the Lord before Eli. 

Yet during that night, that darkness, "the lamp of God had not yet gone out." Jephthah knew that vows had to be kept. They were inviolable. And his daughter had a beautiful, straightforward faith. Ruth and Boaz were conducting that lovely godly romance just down the road in Bethlehem. Even Samson in his folly kept the Philistines on their toes. He kept them at bay. He gave Israel a little breathing space at least, under God's hand. And "the boy Samuel was ministering to the Lord before Eli." Only a boy, but yet the Lord had someone serving him still. 

Forgive me for the little allegory then but it seems a bit obvious. Especially when Psalm 119 tells us that "The word of God is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path." God never leaves himself without a witness. He always speaks some way or another to his people. He never leaves us completely in the dark, despite our sin. He will leave us with at least a boy serving him and therefore serving us. 

But that lamp is about to burst into flame, congregation. The light is about to dawn. God is about to give his word and a vision to his people again. Let's look at it. Four points. First of all: 

1.	THE LORD'S PATIENT CALL
What if God began to do something big in New Zealand? In the Church in New Zealand? What if God brought a true revival, a true reformation? Would we quite know how to handle it? Would we quite know how to guide it? Such as we would have to guide it. Would we even recognize it? What if God really began to make his word prosper and we had three thousand people saved in one day, as at Pentecost? People popping up all over the show asking for help with their soul? I've thought about that because I've prayed for it. And I'll continue to pray for it and I hope you do too. 

Maybe in some ways it might not be so hard because maybe people's conversions would be so clear-cut and the Gospel and what the Gospel meant for their lives would be so clear-cut, at least on a personal level, that there would be a real willingness to do the Word of God and serve him truly. For some of our problems are because of our half-heartedness, aren't they? Because we still want to keep a foot in both camps, in the Church and in the world. We want to serve God with our whole heart, but on the other hand – we don't even let ourselves think it, but it's there. We really want to love our neighbour as ourselves, but it's just a bit hard to get the self out the way. You have a good hard think about that and see if I'm not right. So perhaps in some ways it might not, therefore, be quite so hard because the Lord, on those sorts of occasions, seems to make things very clear-cut to the people among whom he works. 

But in other ways I think it would. Sometimes as I think about the questions that face us in the Church today, and as Church in the world today, and I want to cry to the Lord,  "Lord, where is Moses? Where is the apostle Paul? Where are the John Calvins and the Martin Luthers to show us the way through this maze?" Where are the really clear, biblical thinkers with godly lives who could guide us? But perhaps they're never there quite like that?  Even as the Reformation got underway in stops and starts and it took a hundred and fifty years before it was firing on all eight cylinders; and even then Luther and Calvin and Zwingli and Knox and Cranmer misfired from time to time. 

So there's Samuel you see, all snug in his little wooden bed. And at just the time when he should be in the deepest sleep, while it’s still deep night, God wakes him up. He shoots round the corner to get whatever blind old Eli might need in the middle of the night, just like he'd done many a time before when Eli called like that. Well, you all know the story. But after the third time the penny drops in Eli's old mind. "Now Samuel did not know the Lord yet, nor had the word of the Lord yet been revealed to him." So Eli tells Samuel what to do and God calls a fourth time and we'll talk about that in a minute.

But the point is this: God didn't give up on Samuel just because he was too dense to understand what was going on, because he couldn't tell the difference between the voice of God and the voice of Eli. God is patient and he will work with us and he will take his time with us. Sure, he's a holy God and there comes a time when he will not tolerate sin anymore. That was the point last week with that man of God bringing the judgment of God on Eli and his family because Eli wouldn't deal with his sinful and sacrilegious sons. 

But Samuel is a different kettle of fish. In the midst of all that wickedness, listen, chapter two, verse eleven, "But the boy ministered to the Lord before Eli the priest." Verse eighteen, "Now Samuel was ministering before the Lord as a boy wearing a linen ephod." Verse twenty-one, "And the boy Samuel grew before the Lord." Verse twenty-six, "Now the boy Samuel was growing in stature and in favor both with the Lord and with men." Chapter three, verse one, "Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the Lord before Eli." Surely God wants us to get that point, doesn't he? So God took his time with him. And if our heart is right, God will take his time with us too. As we read what Isaiah prophesied about Jesus, "The battered reed he will not break and the smouldering wick he will not put out until he lead justice to victory and in his name the Gentiles will hope." Christ will be gentle to fan the flickering lamp into flame. So God calls Samuel. And just when you might think that Samuel might think, "Boy, this is exciting!" secondly,

2.	THE LORD CASTS A PALL
You know what a pall is. That word's got a long history. But its meaning today is: to throw a wet blanket over something, to dampen somebody's enthusiasm, to say something about somebody's ideas or situation that takes the excitement right out of them and instead they become daunted and afraid instead of ready to get into it. 

"Then the Lord came and stood and called as at other times, 'Samuel, Samuel,' and Samuel said, 'Speak, for your servant is listening.'" Hmm. Exciting isn't quite the right word there is it? God came and stood by Samuel's bed. Visions were infrequent in those days but here is little Samuel having one, a vision of God! And Samuel is even able to answer. Of other people who had a vision of God, we read in Scripture that they fell down before him as dead. 

The Lord spoke to him and he told him the gist of what he had said through the man of God in chapter two that was going to happen to Eli's family and that there was no way out of it. He told Samuel that he had even taken an oath himself that the sin of Eli's family could never be atoned. This is the beginning of God's great work of revival and reformation in Israel! It's always this way, congregation. What prophet do you know of who did not have to proclaim a message of judgment before he proclaimed a message of joy and salvation? There are none. The two always go together. Even as John the Baptist had to lay his axe to the root of Judaism's tree of legalism, so Samuel had to lay his axe to the priesthood's tree of licentiousness and sacrilege in Israel a thousand years before. 

But what a message to give to a young boy? How old was he now – six maybe? eleven? twelve? We don't really know but he was still a child. And God gives him a message which describes "something God is going to do in Israel at which the ears of everyone who hears will tingle." And not because it's juicy! Because it's judgment! Fancy giving that to a young boy! 

Then in the morning, Eli wants to know what God has been so busy about in the middle of the night and he lays a curse on Samuel if he doesn't tell him. How did he do that?  Did he stand up to full height and thunder down, "May God do to you and more also if you don't tell me every word Samuel!"? No, I don't think it was that way. Eli was a grandfather to Samuel now. He would have pulled up his stool and sat in front of Samuel and said quietly, "Now listen Samuel." But it was still a curse on a little kid, wasn't it?! And Samuel had to look his adoptive grandfather in the eye and tell him every detail. 

I don't mean to be irreverent, but it makes you wonder if God and Eli didn't need a few courses in child psychology. 

But God was calling Samuel to be a prophet and a prophet's job is often not easy for God doesn't always say the things we think he should. Sometimes his word is "a stench of death to death," as Paul put it. Even Balaam, a false prophet really, knew, when the king of Moab got stuck into him for blessing Israel when he had hired him to curse Israel, "Sorry Balak, but I can only speak what the Lord puts in my mouth." You see, God had much tougher situations than this for Samuel to deal with later in life and he began preparing him for it even while a boy. 

Some of you have had to handle pretty difficult situations in life, even as only quite young people at times. Maybe the Lord has tougher times ahead, in his service, and who knows but perhaps even to bring revival and reformation; and he's preparing you for that. Don't take it then that God is casting a pall over your childhood or over what we, perhaps sinfully, think should be carefree youth. The book of Lamentations says, "It is good for a man to bear the yoke in his youth." God has something in store for you, so, as James says, "Consider it all joy when you encounter various trials knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance and let endurance have its perfect work that you may be perfect, complete, lacking in nothing" for that which the Lord wants you to do.

So there we have the Lord's patient call; the Lord casts a pall; thirdly: 

3.	THE LORD'S WORD DOES NOT FALL
A couple of Sundays ago, in the evening service, I talked about the fact that we all have gifts of the Holy Spirit which God requires us to use for the benefit of all in the congregation because we're all members one of another. Maybe you've thought about that. Maybe you wonder what exactly is your gift? That can sometimes be hard to know. Perhaps Samuel in this story gives us a pattern for finding out, and that pattern is simply – obedience and service. 

That is the ruling characteristic of Samuel's life. That is what we have read about him three times already and twice, and it seems to be connected, that, "He grew before the Lord and in favor with God and men." And now we read that again, also for the third time, in verse eighteen, "So Samuel told Eli everything and hid nothing from him and he said, 'It is the Lord, let him do what seems good to him.' Thus Samuel grew and the Lord was with him and let none of his words fail," or, as your margin says, "fall to the ground."

It is obvious from verse nineteen that the Lord spoke to Samuel many times for, "The Lord let none of his words (plural) fall to the ground." As he continued to grow in the knowledge of God and spiritual awareness and understanding of his ministry, the Lord was with him and the Lord prospered him. Obviously he must also have had some gift of predictive prophecy and the Lord fulfilled those prophecies. What God said was going to happen came about. We know that because we are also told that "All Israel," in verse twenty, "from Dan to Beersheba knew that Samuel was confirmed as a prophet of the Lord." And it was by miracles, including predicting the future before it happened, that God always confirmed his prophets. Why, Jesus himself said, "Listen, if you don't believe my teachings, believe me because of the works that I do." 

But Samuel didn't begin as a prophet. He began as a little boy serving in whatever way a little boy could in the temple, helping old Eli in the main. He took that saying of Ecclesiastes, "Whatsoever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might." It hadn't been written yet, but he took that seriously and he got on with it. And as Jesus said, "Better to take a seat down the back and when the master arrives and he sees you, he can call you to the front if he wants to." So when God saw this covenant obedience in Samuel he fulfilled his intentions for him and he made him a prophet. 

And that's how it is in the Church. "When we are faithful in a few things," Jesus says, then the Lord gives us greater responsibilities or reveals to us our real gifts. Or as Paul says in 1 Corinthians thirteen, love, which shows itself in serving others, is greater than the greatest gift and must therefore come first. And when we show that, and we love and we serve, then God will lead us and he will honour our service as he did Samuel's. "None of Samuel's words fell to the ground." The Lord's Word does not fall. 

4.	THE LORD'S WORD GOES TO ALL
In second Corinthians chapter four, Paul tells us that when God made the light to shine out of darkness at creation, that may be seen as a picture of the Gospel going into a sinful world. Well, here God has done it again. Verse three says, "Word from the Lord was rare in those days. Visions were infrequent." But now, after the work God has done in Samuel in this chapter, everything has changed. Verse twenty-one, "Then the Lord appeared again at Shiloh. Because the Lord revealed himself to Samuel by the word of the Lord. Thus the word of the Lord came to all Israel." 

I remember talking to a fellow some years ago who worked very hard in the Christian Heritage party. And in making this comment I am not saying anything against the Christian Heritage Party – only against what this person said. He said to me, "I've got to work in the Christian Heritage Party, it’s the only hope for New Zealand. The Church isn't doing it." It may have been true that the Church wasn't doing what it ought to be doing. But there'll be no hope for New Zealand, if we want to be particularly concerned about New Zealand like that, if God doesn't raise up the Church first. Because the only hope for New Zealand and the world is the peculiar work of the Church through the Word of the Lord – when the Word of the Lord has cleansed the Church first. 

And any work like that is unlikely to come first on a national scale. It will begin as God raises up and honours his word in this congregation. And as God raises up and honours his word in that congregation. Just go to the next chapter, chapter four, and we find that outside the temple, in Israel in general, everything is still a great mess. As a matter of fact Hophni and Phinehas are still getting on with their sinful business, in the temple, even when Samuel is growing in the Lord. 

The work began in Shiloh, cleansing the temple, even as it began at Jerusalem with the cleansing of the temple by Jesus. Then the Gospel went out next to Judah and then to Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth. And it began in Shiloh with the obedience of a young lad, faithful and obedient to his calling so far as he knew it or could know it, according to his age. "And the Lord appeared again at Shiloh because the Lord revealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the Lord, thus the word of Samuel came to all Israel." 

Congregation, that's the way God works. He drives a woman to a slough of despond so that she is driven to fervent and heartfelt prayer; and the prayer is honoured with a son so fond (chapter 1). Then in answer to that prayer, out of the joy of her heart, Hannah sees the end in the start. She sees in that beginning of God's salvation the great salvation of the divine king who was to come, David, ultimately the Lord Jesus Christ (the first part of chapter 2). And out of that rejoicing she could keep that vow by which she consecrated her son to the Lord. And he grew up consecrated to the Lord, surrounded though he was by gross wickedness. And yet, dark though it was, the Lord still had one man of God to deliver a message to Eli (the rest of chapter 2). So "the lamp of God had not yet gone out." Now God has, by the dedication and obedience of one boy, fanned that word, that lamp, into flame, which now burns steadily and brightly before all Israel. 

That's always how it is. That's how it was with John the Baptist and with Jesus. Even though John the Baptist came and it was thirty years later before Jesus' ministry began. Then he died on the cross and was raised from the dead and went to heaven from where he sent his Holy Spirit who came on the Church at Pentecost and three thousand were saved in one day. Let us pray that the Lord may do it all over again; that his word may go out to all the world in power, for we serve the same God Samuel served. 			
											Amen.
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