SAMUEL

Would you like to have had a praying mother like Samuel had? Did you know that Samuel probably founded an institution of prophets? What would it be like to hear the voice of the Lord as Samuel did? Do you realize that you can? 
Samuel was not born into the priesthood or in a kingly line. Yet he was a man of prayer. This man of God, on the sheer merits of the fact that he walked with God, heard from God, spoke for God, and served God with consistency exercised tremendous influence over Israel. And he affected Israel’s safety from the Philistines.

Generations later, through times of corruption and moral decay in Israel’s leadership, the school of the prophets, which was probably founded by Samuel, exercised godly influence. In that day priests or kings were the “established” leaders of Israel. But for many generations this informal band of prophets stepped courageously to the forefront and challenged Israel to serve God.

The Advantages of Having Godly Parents 

Samuel arrived in this world as an answer to prayer. His parents went to the house of God to offer sacrifice and to worship God. “Once when they had finished eating and drinking in Shiloh, Hannah stood up. Now Eli the priest was sitting on his chair by the doorpost of the Lord’s house. In her deep anguish Hannah prayed to the Lord, weeping bitterly. And she made a vow saying; Lord Almighty, if you will only look on your servant’s misery and remember me, and not forget your servant but give her a son, then I will give him to the Lord for all the days of his life, and no razor will ever be used on his head” (1 Samuel 1:9–11). Samuel was dedicated even before birth.

Hannah kept her vow and took Samuel to the tabernacle at Shiloh at a very early age.

After he was weaned, she took the boy with her, young as he was, along with a three-year-old bull, an ephah of flour and a skin of wine, and brought him to the house of the Lord at Shiloh. When the bull had been sacrificed, they brought the boy to Eli, and she said to him; “Pardon me, my lord, as surely as you live, I am the woman who stood here beside you praying to the Lord. I prayed for this child, and the Lord has granted me what I asked of him. So now I give him to the Lord. For his whole life he will be given over to the Lord.” And he worshiped the Lord there. (1 Samuel 1:24–28)

Samuel’s affirming and loving mother gave him a new coat every year. “Each year his mother made him a little robe and took it to him when she went up with her husband to offer the annual sacrifice” (1 Samuel 2:19).

Following his mother’s line of thought and action, Samuel ministered in the tabernacle. “Samuel was ministering before the Lord—a boy wearing a linen ephod” (1 Samuel 2:18). While still a child, Samuel experienced an outstanding call by God and learned to hear the voice of God. 
Parents have a great opportunity to raise their children for God. We should create the most conducive spiritual atmosphere possible in our lives and homes, and do all we can to encourage our children to have deep experiences with God for themselves.

Israel needed a Samuel, but to produce one, God needed a Hannah. The next generation needs godly citizens, and God is using you and me to produce, pray for, and instruct them. One of the reasons God makes couples one is to produce godly offspring. “Has not the Lord made the two of you one? You belong to him in body and spirit. And why has he made you one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. So be on your guard, and do not be unfaithful to the wife of your youth” (Malachi 2:15). Let’s do what we can to give many “Samuels” to the next generation.

Samuel Learned Early How to Discern God’s Voice

Just as people have differing degrees of physical strength and intelligence quotients, so we are gifted with varying spiritual abilities. In the atmosphere of living in the tabernacle, Samuel had the ability and opportunity to develop a sensitive ear to hear the voice of the Lord.

Then the Lord called Samuel.
Samuel answered, “Here I am.” And he ran to Eli and said, “Here I am; you called me.”

But Eli said, “I did not call; go back and lie down.” So he went and lay down. 
Again the Lord called, “Samuel!” And Samuel got up and went to Eli and said, “Here I am; you called me.”

“My son,” Eli said, “I did not call; go back and lie down.”
Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord: the word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him. 
A third time the Lord called, “Samuel!” And Samuel got up and went to Eli and said, “Here I am; you called me.”
Then Eli realized that the Lord was calling the boy. So Eli told Samuel, “Go and lie down, and if he calls you, say, ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.’” So Samuel went and lay down in his place. 
The Lord came and stood there, calling as at the other times, “Samuel! Samuel!” 

Then Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant is listening.” (1 Samuel 3:4–10)

We may not all be as gifted as Samuel was in our ability to hear the voice of God, but we each have the opportunity to choose what we value. If we really want to hear from God and sincerely value His word to us, He will speak. So the question is not “Do I naturally have the spiritual ability to hear God’s voice?” but rather, “Do I value it enough that I will wait, pray, fast, listen, and focus my attention on God so that I will hear His voice when He speaks?” 
Any of us can hear the voice of God if we are listening. We must value, seek, and pursue the word of the Lord. If we do our part, God will do His. He is waiting for us. He will respond.
The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up, and he let none of Samuel’s words fall to the ground. And all Israel from Dan to Beersheba recognized that Samuel was attested as a prophet of the Lord. The Lord continued to appear at Shiloh, and there he revealed himself to Samuel through his word. And Samuel’s word came to all Israel. (1 Samuel 3:19–4:1)

As a young man Samuel gained the reputation that none of his words fell to the ground. What do we have to do to gain such a reputation? Speak less? Wait before God more? Discern God’s voice? Get away from other voices? Value God’s voice? Not speak unless or until we hear God’s voice? Focus on listening? Yes. All of that.

A Stern Warning about Disciplining Children

God’s first message to Samuel was a sober one:

And the Lord said to Samuel: “See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make the ears of everyone who hears about it tingle. At that time I will carry out against Eli everything I spoke against his family—from beginning to end. For I told him that I would judge his family forever because of the sin he knew about; his sons blasphemed God, and he failed to restrain them. Therefore I swore to the house of Eli, ‘The guilt of Eli’s house will never be atoned for by sacrifice or offering.’” (1 Samuel 3:11–14)

Christian parent, correct and discipline your children. Eli, Samuel, and David all failed to raise their children to serve God in a godly way. Perhaps it was because of them that Paul—the Old Testament scholar and New Testament writer—gave us this qualification for leadership in God’s church: “He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him, and he must do so in a manner worthy of full respect. (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?)” (1 Timothy 3:4–5).
“How to Raise Obedient Children,” chapter ten of my book Habits of Highly Effective Christians, contains sixteen guidelines for administrating loving, fair, and firm correction for children. These combine to provide a practical, useful, and biblical methodology for training and instructing our children. When Char and I conduct Empower Africa Christian Leadership Conferences, this is one of the subjects that stimulates the best discussions and raises many questions.

It seems strange that having heard such a stern warning from God about the wickedness of Eli’s sons that Samuel would not have improved in rearing his own children. Yet his sons proved unfit as judges.

When Samuel grew old, he appointed his sons as Israel’s leaders. The name of his firstborn was Joel and the name of his second was Abijah, and they served at Beersheba. But his sons did not follow his ways. They turned aside after dishonest gain and accepted bribes and perverted justice. 
So all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at Ramah. They said to him, “You are old, and your sons do not follow your ways; now appoint a king to lead us, such as all the other nations have.” (1 Samuel 8:1–5)

Samuel was certainly not a failure as a godly man in his generation, but he did have this flaw: that his sons were ungodly. Did Samuel follow Eli’s poor example as a father to his own children? On the other hand, if Eli raised Samuel, how was it that Samuel turned out so much better than Eli’s own sons? Does this show us the power of Hannah’s prayerful influence on Samuel? 
A second family-related flaw was that by his regard for his sons, Samuel was blinded to their lack of qualifications for leadership positions. Nepotism, in this case, stemmed from the natural blindness of the parent. We see sins in others more readily than we see them in our own children. This gives us all the more reason to raise our children to be obedient, godly, and honest citizens.

Prayer Was an Important Part of Samuel’s Ministry

Business leaders used to emphasize the need for managers to write down all the tasks that needed to be accomplished in a day and arrange them according to their priority. Now a new emphasis encourages the effective leader to determine what his own priorities are and make certain those priorities are taken care of before circumstances demand attention. Schedule your priorities. Do the important and you will not be controlled by the tyranny of the urgent.

For the Christian, nothing should take priority over prayer. If we don’t spend ample time in prayer, we will be ineffective in ministry and in life. None of us can be any more successful than our prayer lives allow. 
No one has the right to tell another how much to pray, so you are free to set your own schedule. I will only say that I have doubled my amount of daily prayer time twice in my adult years, and in each increase I experienced profound results.

How much time you spend in prayer indicates how important prayer is to you. It is not a question of how much time you have, because we all have twenty-four hours each day.

Schedule prayer as a part of your work time. Do not hurriedly pray and then go to work. Make a specific length of time in prayer your first item of business. Think of this in whatever way helps you feel comfortable and justified spending this time in prayer.

Keep your prayer appointments with God. Shut off your cell phone. You must de-prioritize some things in order to prioritize others. Strategically and selectively plan what you will neglect so you have time for what you prioritize. God will not rush in and order you to pray the way people do when they knock on your door or call you on the phone.

It is not irresponsible to get alone for extended times of prayer. Given that we cannot solve human problems with human solutions, prayer is the most responsible way for men and women of God to conduct their ministries and their lives. Of course, we need to be available to people. But we also desperately need to be available to God. 
Prayer is important, but prayer waits for you. Supervise yourself. If you don’t make yourself pray, you won’t do it. If you pray only as long as it is convenient, you are allowing circumstances, not your priority, to control your schedule. 
If you knew that the number of times the Lord would speak to you was proportionate to how much time you spent with Him, would you spend more time with Him? How much do you want to hear from Him?

Look at Samuel’s prayer log:

· “I will intercede with the Lord for you” (1 Samuel 7:5). 

· “He cried out to the Lord on Israel’s behalf, and the Lord answered him” (1 Samuel 7:9).

· “So the Philistines were subdued and they stopped invading Israel’s territory. Throughout Samuel’s lifetime, the hand of the Lord was against the Philistines” (1 Samuel 7:13).

· “He built an altar there to the Lord” (1 Samuel 7:17). 

· “As for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by failing to pray for you” (1 Samuel 12:23). 
Prayer was such a vital part of Samuel’s ministry that if he did not do it, he would have felt like a failure before God. If God says to pray, then not praying is sin. For Samuel, prayerlessness was sin. 
Contrast that with the two times God told Jeremiah not to pray: 
Do not pray for this people or offer any plea or petition for them, because I will not listen when they call to me in the time of their distress. (Jeremiah 11:14) 
Then the Lord said to me: “Even if Moses and Samuel were to stand before me, my heart would not go out to this people. Send them away from my presence! Let them go!” (Jeremiah 15:1)

After years of the people of Judah rejecting the prophets God sent, God gave up on Judah. He told Jeremiah not to pray for them. 
Moses and Samuel had reputations as men of prayer. This reputation was so well established that God used them as illustrations of prayerful persons. Even though they were powerful intercessors, even they could not have changed God’s mind and cancel the punishment God intended for Judah. 
Two lessons can be learned here. First, that Samuel was a powerful intercessor worthy to be used as an illustration of a man of influence because of his prayers. Second, that sensitive men and women of God do not just exert energy in mindless prayer. They know when they should pray and when they should not. They are efficient in their use of prayer time, not wasting their energies praying for something that God does not want to do.

Samuel refused to “sin against the Lord by failing to pray” (1 Samuel 12:23). What God wanted to do in Samuel’s day required prayer for Israel, and Samuel was the man for the job. On the other hand, what God needed to do in Jeremiah’s day required his obedient servant to not pray for Judah. Prayer is such a powerful tool that it should not be used capriciously. To pray a lot is not the goal, but rather to pray according to God’s current plan.
The Leader of the School of Prophets 

Among other great accomplishments, Samuel probably founded an enduring theological institution, the school of prophets. It is not mentioned in Scripture anytime earlier than this. In today’s terms, Samuel was likely the founding president of a Bible college, which was later directed by such luminaries as Elijah and Elisha.

When David had fled and made his escape, he went to Samuel at Ramah and told him all that Saul had done to him. Then he and Samuel went to Naioth and stayed there. Word came to Saul: “David is in Naioth at Ramah”; so he sent men to capture him. But when they saw a group of prophets prophesying, with Samuel standing there as their leader, the Spirit of God came on Saul’s men, and they also prophesied. Saul was told about it, and he sent more men, and they prophesied too. Saul sent men a third time, and they also prophesied. Finally, he himself left for Ramah and went to the great cistern at Seku. And he asked, “Where are Samuel and David?” 


“Over in Naioth at Ramah,” they said. 

So Saul went to Naioth at Ramah. But the Spirit of God came even on him, and he walked along prophesying until he came to Naioth. He stripped off his garments, and he too prophesied in Samuel’s presence. He lay naked all that day and all that night. This is why people say, “Is Saul also among the prophets?” (1 Samuel 19:18–24, emphasis mine)
It is unfortunate that Saul was not a better student in Samuel’s school. Nevertheless, Samuel’s ministry teaches us that hearing from God is more important than being in either political or religious structures. Samuel was neither a priest nor a king, but who would deny that he led Israel? And who would deny the value of Israel’s prophets after reading the history of Israel?

Samuel founded an informal organization of men who sought the Lord, wanted to hear from God, and spoke repeatedly to the people of God by delivering His Word to them. Through the school of prophets we can appreciate the ministry and far-reaching influence of Samuel. Successive generations of his students continued to influence Israel. 
We will look at the school of prophets again in later chapters, when we examine the lives of Elijah and Elisha.

Samuel Was Fruitful 

As a result of his prayer life, Samuel was a useful tool in the hand of the Lord. He was the last of the judges and the first of the prophets. Notice the great accomplishments of this man of prayer:

· He effectively judged and led Israel many years. (1 Samuel 12:1–5)

· He provided safety for Israel through prayer. (1 Samuel 7:13)

· He anointed Saul. (1 Samuel 10:1–9)

· He defended his own integrity. (1 Samuel 12:1–5)

· He predicted Saul’s eventual failure. (1 Samuel 15:1–29)

· He anointed David as future king of Israel. (1 Samuel 16:1–13)

· He established the first school of the prophets. (1 Samuel 19:18–24)

· He was mourned by all Israel at his death. (1 Samuel 25:1)

Samuel was a seer. He saw things because he spent time with God. And God used him mightily. 
God is looking for tools He can use today. Will you be a Samuel? Will you spend time with God? Will you learn to listen to Him? Will you discern His voice? Will you deliver His messages? Will you make yourself available to God? Will you raise your children so they are available to God?

For Further Thought:

· In what way(s) would you like to benefit your nation and your children the way Hannah benefited Israel and Samuel?

· How valuable is it to you to hear the voice of the Lord?

· Why do you think Samuel could hear God’s stinging rebuke of Eli’s sons yet not be very successful as a father himself? What does this teach us about human nature?

· Is prayer as important to you as it was to Samuel?

· What are you doing to raise up Christian leaders for the next generation?

· What changes would you like to make in your life patterns so that you can serve effectively for many years, as Samuel did?
