How to Hear God’s Voice #3

“Can You Hear Me Now?”

selected Scriptures
Shortly after the fellowship hall was finished at Texas Christian Church, I began using it as an office. I would take my laptop there, work on sermons and bulletins and other church things, as well as meet with people who needed to see me. One morning as I was about to enter, I happened to see the weather siren begin to turn. I had not witnessed that before, so I turned to watch. (I hadn’t mentioned that this was a Tuesday morning—the first Tuesday of the month, at ten o’clock, the time of the monthly test of the weather sirens.) As the horn turned, the siren began to wail. For the first time in my life, I could literally feel the sound when the siren faced me! It hit me in the chest and nearly knocked the air from my lungs. From now on, I make sure I’m safely inside at ten o’clock in the morning on the first Tuesday of the month!

Weather sirens are meant to be piercingly loud for a reason: to get our attention. No matter what we are doing or what time of day or night, the siren alerts us that bad weather is coming and we need to take shelter. Similarly, when God speaks to us, we must recognize that His message is of utmost importance, deserving our full and complete concentration. Lest we become dull and insensitive to His Voice, God has His ways of gaining our undivided attention!
 And when He does, I wonder if God doesn’t smile and ask, “Can you hear Me now?”

The Routes God Uses to Get Our Attention 

First I want to consider the routes God uses to get our attention. Like the old saying goes, God does work in mysterious ways. And He may use surprising methods to get our attention and to steer our course.

One route God uses to get our attention is through unusual circumstances. The story of Moses and the burning bush is a vivid example of this. Exodus 3:1-3 records,

Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up. So Moses thought, “I will go over and see this strange sight—why the bush does not burn up.”

As a shepherd in the wilderness, Moses had seen lots of fires and lots of burning bushes, but he had never seen a bush burn but not be consumed! From that unusual experience, God got his attention. Moses had to stop his daily routine to see what was going on. When he did, God spoke to him.

God knows exactly what it takes to get our attention, and often it is through highly unusual circumstances that we stand back and take note of what God is doing in our lives. We must learn to live for the presence of God in every circumstance of life. A child of God, walking in the Spirit, is to look for the handiwork, the footprint, and the handprint of almighty God in every single situation of life. God is sovereign, and we are His children. There is no such thing as an accident in the life of a child of God. There are some things God may allow. There are some things that God sends. There are attention–getters that God brings into our lives, but there are no accidents.

Sometimes God speaks to us though unusual blessing. God can use unusual, abundant blessings to gain our attention. At times God’s very goodness forces us to realize that we are the recipients of abundant favor that we do not deserve. In times like these we are ripe for the persuasive work of His gracious Holy Spirit.
 I’ve known some couples who have given God their attention when their first child was born. The miracle of birth, their responsibility as parents, the binding of their lives in the event, all combine to call their attention to the fact of God and their need to be in right relation with God.

Now God can’t use this method on everyone, because selfish people would get more independent, more self–centered, and more self–seeking and would totally ignore God. But He can get our attention by blessing us because the motive behind each of His methods is His love for us.

Unfortunately, for most of us it takes tragedy to get our attention. Sometimes the loss of something very significant—perhaps something we are a slave to—is the only way God can get our attention and bring us back to full sanity.
 But in these tragedies, we may find the face of God. It is important to understand that God does not bring these tragedies, but God uses these tragedies to get our attention. And He often presents Himself in the midst of tragedy.

We must be careful here. We can’t always view tragedy in a person’s life as a sign of God’s disapproval, but we should look at every tragic situation through a spiritual filter. Though that is a difficult assignment, people such as Joni Eareckson Tada are living evidence of God’s sovereign design in calamity. When she was a young teenager, full of God’s vibrancy, Joni’s life was radically altered one summer afternoon when she dove into a pool of shallow water. In the twinkling of an eye she was introduced to the numb world of quadriplegics. Or Jim Elliot, a bright, young missionary in South America. When he was killed by the Auca Indians in his late twenties, it seemed on the surface an untimely death and loss. Yet his story has been the spiritual catapult to thrust untold numbers into the mission field.

Sometimes God uses less drastic measures, such as a defeat or disappointment, a failure or financial setback, sickness or injury, in order to get our attention. C. S. Lewis wrote in his book, The Problem of Pain, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pain: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”

Another way God gets our attention is speaking to us through others. Probably the best-known example is Nathan’s confrontation with David in 2 Samuel 12. Having sinned against God in the incident with Bathsheba and Uriah, David apparently continued his reign without any visible evidence of a guilty conscience. But God was not pleased.

2 Samuel 12:1 sets the stage: “The Lord sent Nathan to David.” God had given insight to Nathan that David desperately needed to hear. Nathan did not immediately confront David with his sin—the king would have become defensive and could have had the prophet killed. So Nathan told David a story—a parable, if you will—about a rich man who had plenty of sheep and cattle, but when a guest came unexpectedly, the rich man took his poor neighbor’s one and only pet lamb, slaughtered it and served it to his guest. David became incensed and yelled, “As surely as the Lord lives, the man who did this deserves to die! He must pay for that lamb four times over, because he did such a thing and had no pity.” To which Nathan replied, “You are the man!” Nathan did not have to indict David for his sin; David indicted himself. And he repented.

We must learn to listen with an open heart to the voice of God as He speaks through others, especially when they tell us things we don’t want to hear. Proverbs 27:6 says, “Faithful are the wounds of a friend” (esv). We all need at least one friend who is willing to tell us what we need to hear, even when it hurts. If we are proud and egotistical and can’t take direction from anyone, we need to read the book of Proverbs in which God repeatedly says that one who cannot take criticism or reproof is destined for failure. Proverbs commends the one who instead learns to receive godly rebuke and thus succeeds in life.

However, we must be extremely careful in this regard, for sometimes others, no matter how well intentioned, can lead us astray. We read in 2 Chronicles 10 that, when Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, became king, he sought counsel from the elders who had served his father. He needed advice in regard to a request from the people that he lighten the burden of service imposed by Solomon.

The elders advised Rehoboam to agree to the people’s request and reap the rewards of kingly benevolence. Rather than listen, he went for further counsel from his own associates. They recommended he bring the people into even greater subjection.

He listened to the latter suggestion, and as a result, the nation of Israel split into the northern and southern kingdoms. It was a tragic decision. Heeding the voice of men who were not in right relationship with God cost him greatly.

Therefore, while we surely know God speaks through other people, we must carefully examine both message and messenger. But, God has the power to know what is going on within us, and He has the power to place a burden upon someone else to say a word to us, even when the message doesn’t appear logical at all.

God doesn’t use the same methods on everyone. He knows exactly what it takes in your life to get your attention. He may use one method today, and then He will employ a different one three weeks from now, something else months away, or an entirely different strategy two years from today. What is important is that God cares enough to employ various methods to cause us to stop and listen to what He is saying. He is not about to let us walk into an open manhole without giving us clearly discernible signals.

The Reasons God Acts to Get Our Attention

Why does God do this? What are the reasons God acts to get our attention?

Sometimes God has to get our attention to show us what He wants us to do or where He wants us to go. That was certainly the case with Moses and the burning bush. Other times God has to get our attention because we are heading for disaster and He warns us before it’s too late. Still other times God knows we are stuck in a rut of routine or complacency and He wants us to get up and get moving elsewhere. That may mean He will make us uncomfortable in order to get us going.

A mother eagle will take the nest of her young and stir it up. She’ll make them uncomfortable and miserable, then kick them out and force them to learn to fly—for their own good in life. God does that in our lives: He makes us uncomfortable if that’s what it takes, because He knows what is best and He wants us to grow. He will allow a crisis or problem or irritation or frustration in our lives to get our attention. He needs to do this because we don’t change until our fear of change is exceeded by the pain we’re experiencing.

 But more than anything, I believe God has to get our attention before He presents Himself to us.
 We are so easily distracted by what’s going on in our lives—even the mundane things—that we fail to focus on Him. God will go to any lengths to get our attention long enough to say, “I am the Lord. I love you. My will for you is joy.”

God wants to communicate with us. He wants us to listen to His voice. Sometimes He has to get our attention, as though He were saying, “Can you hear Me now?”
The Response We Give When God Gets Our Attention

When that happens, what is the response we give? 

For some of us, we just hit the snooze button and go back to sleep. You don’t think this can happen with God? Sure it can! Consider Jeremiah 7:13, “While you were doing all these things,” declares the Lord, “I spoke to you again and again, but you did not listen; I called you, but you did not answer.” A few verses later, in Jeremiah 7:25-26, “From the time your forefathers left Egypt until now, day after day, again and again I sent you my servants the prophets. But they did not listen to me or pay attention.” You know what happened next, right? Those same people came to a horrible end.

To those who keep hitting snooze when God tries to get your attention, Romans 13:11 says, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber,” and Ephesians 5:14, “Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.”
How much better if a sudden awakening takes place when God finally gets our attention. The alarm sounds, and this time we hear it. The alarm causes us to sit up and get out of bed. We immediately become aware of our present circumstances and the reality that something must change. 

The Prodigal Son experienced this in Luke 15:17. It reads: “When he came to his senses…” He sat straight up and suddenly realized what his life had become. He wondered how things had turned out this way. When he’d left his father’s house, he’d never imagined it would have come to this. This was never part of the plan. But now life had his attention, and he knew things had to change. One moment he was sleeping, the next he was awake. The light bulb went on. “AHA!” he may have cried out.

Have you ever had a moment like this?

One of my favorite Old Testament stories is found in the book of 2 Kings, where the king of Aram, an enemy of Israel, sent a great army to surround one of Israel’s cities and destroy God’s prophet, Elisha.

Elisha was with his servant when the enemy attacked, and the two of them were surrounded. The servant was terrified and cried out to Elisha. My guess is that he cried out with a sense of sheer panic, saying to Elisha, “Master! What are we going to do?”

Elisha responded with a remarkable statement. He said, “Don’t be afraid.… Those who are with us are more than those who are with them” (2 Kings 6:16).

Elisha’s servant looked around, but there was no one with them! They were all alone. It was the two of them against an army. Then Elisha prayed a simple prayer for his servant. He prayed: “Open his eyes, LORD, so that he may see.”

Then we’re told, “The LORD opened the servant’s eyes, and he looked and saw the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha” (2 Kings 6:17). His eyes were opened and…aha!—he suddenly realized that heavenly forces protected them and there had been nothing to fear in the first place.

And the prayer Elisha prayed for his servant is my prayer for you today.

God, open her eyes, and let her see that though he walked out on her, you will never leave her, and she is not alone.

God, open his eyes, so he can see his wife is cold and hard only because she doesn’t feel safe enough to be vulnerable with him.

God, open his eyes that he may see he is living his life to impress others and glorify himself, which leads only to emptiness.

God, open her eyes, and let her see that a beautifully decorated and well-kept house has become more important to her than a joyful and peaceful home.

God, open his eyes, and let him see the single mom who lives next door with a young son who doesn’t know how to throw a football.

God, open our eyes, and let us see the hungry and the hurting living just a few miles down the road.

God, open our eyes, and let us see the pride that has blinded us, the sin that has hardened us, and the lies that have deceived us.

Lord, we pray for that aha! moment. Awaken us.
 

Get our attention. Amen.
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