How to Hear God’s Voice #1

“Is God Speaking?”

selected Scriptures
Years ago, while in my first pastorate in Winchester, Virginia, I attended a conference called “Prayer Renewal Weekend.” I had been to similar events before, full of hope to learn more about prayer but usually coming away somewhat disappointed. Not this time, though. I was so captivated by what the speaker said that I later got the cassette tape recordings and transcribed them—word of word—for my future reference. The speaker was Dr. Charles Nienkirchen, a professor at Canadian Bible College, and he said, 

I have come to the conclusion that in the lives of many church-going Christians, the capacity to hear the voice of God has been seriously diminished. Not only has it been seriously diminished, but there are many Christians whom I suspect do not even have the desire to hear the voice of God. When I reflect on the contemporary situation in many evangelical churches, I am reminded of the words of the prophet Amos in chapter eight, verses 11-12, “The days are coming,” declares the sovereign Lord, “that I will send a famine through the land--not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the Lord. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the Lord, but they will not find it.”
That is a very discouraging scenario, particularly when you deal with as many people, as I do, who have been raised in evangelical Protestant churches, who have been continually exposed to biblical preaching, and yet seem strangers to the voice of God. On the other hand, there is an encouraging scenario that I also am aware of that is going on these days: There seems to be a renewed interest among a growing number of various denominations in this area of listening to the voice of God.

I can attest to that today. The inspiration for this new sermon series arose from conversations at our weekly prayer meeting, where the subject of hearing God’s voice was raised. I was asked directly if I had ever preached a series on the subject. I had, quite a few years ago, presented the material from the conference I mentioned above. This time I sensed God moving to spend more time and attention on the subject. So this morning we begin a new series on how to hear God’s voice.

Before we get to the mechanics of listening, however, I feel we must first address the question, “Is God speaking?” Does God speak to people today? In fact, this issue is at the heart of the Christian life. Most Christians acknowledge their need for God's guidance. Many people regularly seek it. The problem is that they are not sure they recognize God's voice. In moments of honest reflection, they may doubt whether God actually speaks to anyone today, except perhaps to a select few.

Even a casual perusal of the Bible reveals a consistent pattern of God speaking to people. However, some argue that biblical history does not necessarily translate into modern experience. Talking donkeys and burning bushes are not common, contemporary occurrences. Nevertheless, a closer examination of the Scriptures reveals that while God did indeed speak on matters of great significance through supernatural means, He also clearly communicated with men and women from all walks of life regarding matters of seemingly lesser importance. 

What significance does this hold for Christians today? Does God give specific guidance to people? If so, how does he do it? 

I contend that God does speak to his people. However, people must be prepared to hear what he is saying. It is crucial that Christians clearly understand what God is communicating to them and know how to respond appropriately. The question, then, is not whether God speaks to His people but how He does so.

Charles Stanley wrote in his book How to Listen to God (which I am using for the structure of this series), 

I believe one of the most valuable lessons we can ever learn is how to listen to God. In the midst of our complex and hectic lives, nothing is more urgent, nothing more necessary, nothing more rewarding than hearing what God has to say. And, the Bible is explicit, God speaks to us just as powerfully today as in the days in which the Bible was written. His Voice waits to be heard, and having heard it, we are launched into the greatest, most exciting adventure we could ever imagine.

Before we look at how to hear God’s voice, we must ensure that He is speaking.

The Past Question 

We begin with the past question: How did God speak to His people in the past. There is no doubt that God did speak, as we read in Hebrews 1:1-2, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.”
If God spoke in the past, how did He speak? We can discover His methods by reviewing the different ways He revealed Himself in Old and New Testament days. 

First, He spoke by direct revelation. By His Spirit He spoke to the spirit of men like Abraham, who one day heard God directly tell him to leave the land in which he was living and go into a land that God would show him:

Now the Lord said to Abram: “Get our of your country, from your family and from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you. I will make you a great nation; I will bless you and make your name great; and you shall be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse him who curses you; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” (Genesis 12:1-2)

Second, the Bible says God spoke through dreams and visions. A good example is evident in the experiences of Daniel, to whom God revealed His world destiny in a series of dreams. Through visions Daniel saw the empires that were to come. In this way, God gave Daniel tremendous insight into future world events that are still in the process of unfolding today. This is a point, however, in which we must be extremely careful. The Bible does not ever say to seek the mind of God in dreams. Neither are we ever encouraged in the Word of God to seek the mind of God through visions. 

Third, God spoke through His written words, such as when He gave Moses the Ten Commandments and then used the Law to communicate to His people. God also spoke audibly in biblical days. Saul of Tarsus was on his way to persecute believers in Damascus. The Bible says that he “fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?’” (Acts 9:4).

Fourth, God spoke through His prophets. The prophets exclaimed, “Thus says the Lord,” and the people obeyed because they knew it came directly from God.

Fifth, God spoke through circumstances. We’ve all heard the story of how God revealed Himself to Gideon. God wanted Gideon to lead the nation of Israel in battle against the enemy. Being a little fearful, Gideon decided to lay out a fleece. In fact, he laid it out twice. One morning he asked that it be soaking wet in the midst of dry grass, and the next morning he asked that it be as dry as gunpowder in the midst of wet grass. God graciously reached down to Gideon and gave him the assurance and confidence he needed.

Sixth, He spoke through angels, introducing to Mary and Joseph the birth of Jesus Christ through angelic proclamation. 

Seventh, God often spoke through the Holy Spirit. You remember that in the life of Paul, who was on his way to Asia, God spoke to him through the Holy Spirit, forbidding him to go there: “Now when they had gone through Phrygia and the region of Galatia, they were forbidden by the Holy Spirit to preach the word in Asia. After they had come to Mysia, they tried to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit did not permit them” (Acts 16:6–7).

The author of Hebrews was not kidding by saying God spoke “in various ways”! But the greatest way God spoke in the past was through His Son, Jesus Christ, who was God in the flesh and spoke the very words of God. Perhaps this is why John referred in the opening verses of his gospel to Jesus as the “Word.” The life of Jesus was one long statement of God’s voice.

The Present Question

“Well, that’s nice,” you may be thinking. “That was then. What about now?” This leads us to the present question: Is God speaking in the present? Isaiah 58:9, 11 describe the experience of God’s faithful people in all eras: “Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer; you shall cry for help, and he will say, ‘Here I am.’ … The Lord will guide you continually.”

Some doubt that God still speaks today, but we can be thankful that God is still in the communication business. He employs four principal methods of revealing Himself to the contemporary believer. (Some of these might sound familiar.)

God’s primary way of speaking to us today is through Scripture. We already have the complete revelation of God in the Bible. He doesn’t need to add anything else to this book. The revelation of God is the unfolding truth of God by God about Himself. It is the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, controlling the minds of men who penned the pages that make up the Bible. The Bible is the breath of God breathed upon those men that they might know the truth.
 In the most primary of senses, the word of God is simply God’s speaking.

I remember one of my Bible college professors telling me, “You write just like you talk. When I read your papers, I can hear your voice saying the words.” Have you ever had that experience? Perhaps reading a letter from a parent or a boyfriend/girlfriend and you can hear their voice in your mind as you read? I have that experience as I study, when I’ve heard the author speak I can often hear their voice as I read their books. Since the words in the Bible are actually God’s words, I can hear God speaking to me by reading His Word.

A second method God uses to speak to us today is through the Holy Spirit. God still speaks to our spirits through His Spirit who now lives, dwells, and abides in us. If we walk in the Spirit daily, surrendered to His power, we have the right to expect anything we need to hear from God. The Holy Spirit living within us and speaking to us ought to be the natural, normal lifestyle of believers.

A third way God speaks to us is through other people. Actually, the people we ought to listen to the most are those we live with every day, who love us the most, who pray for us the most—those are often the instruments God uses to reveal Himself to us. I can think of several people who, in a passing conversation, have said something that has altered the course of my life to some degree. Just a simple word in passing, just a word here or there from someone close to us can have dramatic consequences. That is why we need to be very careful about what we say. Remember, the same Spirit who delivered the Scriptures to holy ones of old speaks today in the hearts of those who gather around the written Word to minister and be ministered to.

A fourth way God speaks to us is through circumstances. Such circumstances take on many forms. Sometimes it is a failure; sometimes it is a success. Sometimes it is a disappointment or a tragedy, but God uses all circumstances in life to speak to us.

So, today, God speaks to us in four primary ways. First, through His Word; second, through the Holy Spirit; third, through other godly people; and fourth, through circumstances.
 Understand, though, that God will never speak to us in a way that contradicts His Word. The voice inside us may not be the Holy Spirit; our friends may be sincerely mistaken; our take on circumstances may be skewed. Any “message” we hear from God must be filtered through His Word, for He will not contradict Himself.

The Personal Question

This brings us to the personal question: Am I listening for God’s voice? Going back to the words of Dr. Nienkirchen:

Much of our prayer resembles one-hand clapping, or half of a circle. We have a full diet of speaking prayer, but give very little place for listening prayer.

God is not just an ear who listens, but is also a voice who speaks, and if He never speaks, is it safe to say that He ever hears? A mute God can soon become an absent God. In fact, I would suggest that listening prayer gives rise to the intercessory prayer, and the intercessory prayer inspires the listening prayer. In a healthy prayer diet—both individually and collectively in our churches—we need to have the completed circle which includes both listening and intercessory prayer. In this way we will know that what we are interceding for is indeed the will of God.

Here is a definition of prayer: Prayer is simply being present with God, speaking and listening to the Lord in a variety of ways best suited for each individual. Perhaps a well-intentioned person has given you their forms of prayer and told you that the form is the essence. The form is not the essence; the essence is inner communion and union with God. The forms can vary from person to person.

That really convicted me then—and still does. How much of my prayer life is dominated by my own words? Do I give God a chance to speak to me? 

The Scripture read earlier, Psalm 81:8-14, is a sad saga of a people who would not listen to God. 

“Hear, O my people, and I will warn you—if you would but listen to me, O Israel! You shall have no foreign god among you; you shall not bow down to an alien god. I am the Lord your God, who brought you up out of Egypt. Open wide your mouth and I will fill it. But my people would not listen to me; Israel would not submit to me. So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts to follow their own devices. If my people would but listen to me, if Israel would follow my ways, how quickly would I subdue their enemies and turn my hand against their foes!”

One can feel the heartbeat of God as He pleads for the nation of Israel, saying, “Please listen to Me. Please hear My voice.” Each of us, too, should ask, “Lord, have You been trying to tell me something that I desperately need to hear? Am I listening to Your voice?” I wonder how many times God has spoken and we were not listening.

John White, an evangelical Canadian psychologist, writes in his book, The Fight, “It is God who wishes to establish communication. He is more anxious to speak to us than we are to hear Him. He is incredibly persistent in trying to get through. Our real problem is that we tend to avoid hearing him.”

God said in Isaiah 28:23, “Listen and hear my voice; pay attention and hear what I say.” The question is not, “Is God speaking?” but rather, “Am I listening?” Perhaps my responsibility is to believe He is speaking right now, and perhaps my job is to listen.
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