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“This is going to hurt me worst than it is you.” I'll bet three-fourths of you parents here have said these words just before administering a spanking. 


I have often considered putting that disclaimer at the beginning of every worship service and especially at the beginning of every sermon. Having wrestled with the three readings for the coming Sunday, the pastor's first task is to proclaim the Law. Not the least bit fun, let me tell you. Indeed, it has hurt me worse than it will hurt you, because not only has it hit me right between the eyes, but I know ahead of time it's going to hit you there as well, and the last thing I want to do is cause you pain, discomfort, anguish or pile on any more guilt than you already carry. 


I take no pleasure in telling you, Sunday after Sunday, what miserable, wretched, horrible sinners you all are. I am sometimes afraid to say such things, because, well, honestly, my livelihood depends on your contributions to this church. And I know that telling you how sinful you are is often not going to be received well. I'm surprised every Sunday that not a one of you walks out in a huff. 


So before I do it again, let me just offer a word of praise and thanks. Each week, you sit patiently in the pew, and endure such talk. Then, you come back, miracle of miracles, to hear it again. You know what's coming, and yet you gracefully accept it. In fact, as good Lutherans, you have come to expect it from whoever preaches here. 


So, I can relate to Samuel's predicament. After finally realizing it was the Lord who was calling to him, Samuel must have been eager to hear what the Lord had to say, anticipating it to be something so exciting it would be a joy to pass on. 


But the word he receives in no such thing. Rather, the message he is given and most likely commanded to pass on, is going to hurt his beloved mentor and friend. Samuel knows this. So Samuel decided that no, he would not tell Eli this word. Knowing the content of the message, Samuel surmised it would be too much for Eli to handle, too much for any man to bear. 


But Eli knows it was the Lord calling to Samuel. So, Eli knows what's coming. With a sadness that I'm sure you have all experienced when you know bad news is coming and there's no getting around it, Eli accepted, welcomed even, the word of the Lord that came to Samuel. He knew what was coming, he knew it was going to hurt, a lot, yet he knew it must be spoken. 


Agonizing as it was to hear, Eli demanded Samuel say it. It was the same prophecy Eli had heard before, that his two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, because of their disobedience and unfaithfulness, would die on the same day, leaving Eli to bury them, and live on with a ton of grief. 


So likewise, though you know that the Word a pastor is to bring to you every Sunday is most likely going to contain the Law, yet still, you expect it to be preached. You demand it, for you know it is the Lord's Word. You, like Eli, don't want to hear it, yet you steel yourself to hear it, for you know that what the Lord proclaims is the truth. 


So, in a spirit of truthfulness and brevity, let's get this over with for this week. You know it, I know it, we all know it. Sinners we are, one and all. Some days, we do okay. But it's those other days, and if we are honest, those other days may even be most of our days, those days are the ones that really solidify and confirm the truth. 


Those are the days when we deliberately break a Commandment, no, make that Commandments of the Lord, with impunity and abandon. We lie, knowing all along that it is wrong. We kill,  complaining about a member to someone else, all the while, doing our level best to silence the conscience that is screaming at us to stop. We curse, lust, covet, steal, then lie to ourselves that we don't know any better or pretend we aren't aware of doing those things. Or, we make all manner of excuses for our actions. Like God is going to accept our excuses as legitimate. 


You yourself have just agreed with God's evaluation. You yourself just got done proclaiming that you are a poor, miserable sinner. You yourself confessed that you deserve God's temporal and eternal punishment. Did you lie about that? I hope not, for only God knows. You may be able to fool the rest of us, but there's no fooling God. 


Like Eli, you who are the faithful are able to get through this because you hear the Law through the earphones of faith. You know that even as God is angry with your sin, the Gospel, the Good News that God in Christ forgives your sins, is coming immediately on the heels of the Law. The Gospel comes and silences the overactive conscience and quiets the anguish. The Gospel announces all is well, sins forgiven, life restored, end of discussion. 


It is therefore, my privilege and joy to again announce to you the absolution of Christ. Because of His atoning sacrifice, his suffering and death, his resurrection to life again, the Father has forgiven all your sins. They are gone, washed away, cast into the depths of the sea, never to be heard from  again. You are pure and holy in His sight. This is the real joy of being a pastor. This is how I find the courage and fortitude to get up here every Sunday and tell you you're sinner. Because I know, without a doubt, that the Lord has given me, commanded me, bound me, to tell you the rest of the story. And so do you. 


Well, now that that's done, we can move on to a further lesson worth considering from this text today.  Deep in the night, Samuel is given the task of speaking a word from the Lord and as we have discovered, it is unsettling to say the least, both for Samuel and for Eli. There's no way to sugar-coat it or soften the blow. It's bad news, through and through. Samuel becomes the bearer of bad news. 


It's no fun being the bearer of bad news, is it? Which do you think is worse, being the recipient of bad news or the bearer of it? Sometimes, we get a choice. We can leave it to others to tell someone the bad news. Other times, it falls to us, and that is not only a stressful job, it is an unwelcome and undesirable one. 


So, to give you fair warning, I have bad news. It is your duty, your obligation, to be Samuels. You have heard and know the Word of the Lord, especially the Law. You have it up here and in here. you understand it, you comprehend it, you know it to be true and right and dare I say, beneficial. You know the Commandments by heart, even if you may have a little trouble remembering all Ten. You know that the Bible proclaims that all people are sinners and will be condemned to eternal death without faith in Christ. The bad news? Go and do like Samuel.  


No way, right? Yea, I know. So did Samuel. Just a short sentence in the middle of today’s reading tells us of Samuel's struggle, though it should be highlighted and underlined and put in bold print. “Samuel was afraid to tell the vision to Eli.” 


Exactly. You, go out there and proclaim the Law. Tell your favorite niece that living with her boyfriend is sin. Or try to dance around it without using that little word. Go, let your spouse know that her drinking is excessive or his cussing is intolerable. Be brave and tell your co-worker that stealing from the company is wrong. Step up and inform your gay friend that homosexuality is sin and needs to be repented of. 


Not feeling the good vibes, are you? Afraid, is what Samuel felt. That doesn't even come close to describing what you feel, does it? I'll bet even the thought of doing this has you shaking in terror, choked up in dread, frozen with apprehension. I'll bet it would take you all of two seconds to come up with a whole boatload of excuses for why you won't, can't, not gonna happen, no sirree, right? 


It's easy to sing, “Speak, O Lord, your servant listens.” It’s quite another thing entirely to say, sing, promise, or go and proclaim, “Thus says the Lord.” We may not receive visions from God about someone's specific sins, but nonetheless, we know right from wrong. We don't need special revelations from the Lord to know that unless a person repents of their sins and comes to faith in Christ as their only Savior, then, according to God's Word, that person is at the very least in danger of condemnation.


Dare you say that? Even if the relationship may suffer because of it? This is what we as Lutherans believe, confess and teach. That as the caretakers of the truth, we are to be the proclaimers of the truth, God's Word. Which includes proclaiming sin when there is sin, as well as telling the Good news of forgiveness and grace in Christ. 


We also hold as a church body that it is only through the means of grace, the Word and Sacraments, does the Spirit call, gather, enlighten and sanctify a sinner. Not new programs, beautiful buildings, charismatic preachers, seeker services or any other thing that we might think is needed to enhance, supplement or boost the Word's effectiveness.


“Faith comes by hearing and hearing through the Word of Christ.” This is what the Lutheran church has always proclaimed as the means by which God brings sinners to repentance and faith. Our confessions state, “Through these means, the Gospel and the Sacraments, God gives the Holy Spirit, who works faith, when and where he pleases, in those who hear the Gospel.” St. Paul's theme statement for his letter to the Romans succinctly states, “The Gospel is the power of God for salvation for all who believe.” 


This, then, is the task, a daunting task to be sure, our mission. It is this: to proclaim the Word of God, in its truth and purity, in its severity and harshness, until the sinner is killed by the Law and is brought to repentance and faith. It may take just one time, and that certainly would be nice. Most likely, it is going to take many times. The Word must be spoken so that it can do its work. It is sent to kill pride, lay bare sins and strike a death blow to the old sinful self, leaving a sinner without any hope. 


Then, then, is when we bring in the Good News, the great news, of Christ and Him crucified for the redemption of the world. Then, as the sinner bleeds from the Law's strokes, we have the privilege of applying the healing salve of the Gospel of Jesus crucified and risen. With the word of the Gospel, the power of God, a dead soul is revived, resuscitated, resurrected, to new life. God's Word performs its characteristic miracle, birthing a new saint through water and the word, ready to serve the Lord in faith and humility. 


There is one more task that lies before us as God's elect. Because we have heard the Word of the Lord, both the Law and the Gospel and because we have heard with the ears of faith the comforting announcement of sins forgiven in Christ, we are to live out the Word in our lives. 


That finds its first expression here in this place. It entails forgiving as you have been forgiven. It means that if someone starts saying hurtful things about another member to you, it is your duty, your responsibility, to stop them. This is improper, you are to say, and it will not build up the body of Christ. 


If you yourself have a complaint against someone here, the last thing you should be doing is avoiding them and being critical of them. Rather, you are to seek them out and be reconciled. Go to them with the intention of forgiving them if they have wronged you, or begging for forgiveness if you have wronged them.


We need each other for support, encouragement and help as we seek to live by God's Word, proclaim God's word, and hear God's Word. We need to be proclaiming the Gospel to each other, reminding each other of the forgiveness that is ours in Christ. We are to make sure each and every one here not only hears the Gospel, but takes it to heart. Jesus has died for you. Jesus was raised for your justification. You have been given the Holy Spirit, who dwells in your body, His temple. He has sanctified you and will keep you in the truth faith until life everlasting. 


This is how much God loves each of you. This is what God has done to save you. He gave His very Son as the sacrifice for your sins. He gives you His body and blood, each Sunday, present here with the Word of Christ, to strengthen and keep you in the one true faith. He always forgives you and keeps you and blesses you with his amazing grace. And He will use you for His purposes, as you speak His Word, both Law and Gospel, to others. Trust the Lord to do what He has promised to do, bring people to faith through these means of grace. Amen. 
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