How to Hear God’s Voice #4

“How Can I Be Sure?”

selected Scriptures
Scammers are all around us. Fake emails or texts, fraudulent phone calls, even friendly-looking people knocking on the door are not what they appear to be. Now with artificial intelligence it is harder to distinguish the real from the false. They try to appear authentic, but underneath they are bogus.  

The same is true spiritually. Jesus stated in John 10:27, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.” Previously He said in John 10:2-5,

“The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep. The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.”

Sadly, though, some are spiritually scammed by a stranger’s voice. Paul wrote to the Corinthians in 2 Corinthians 11:3-4,

I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ. For if someone comes to you and preaches a Jesus other than the Jesus we preached, or if you receive a different spirit from the one you received, or a different gospel from the one you accepted, you put up with it easily enough.

He goes on to explain in 2 Corinthians 11:14, “Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.” 
Yet Paul warned in Galatians 1:8-9,

But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!

How easy it can be to get swept away by a spiritual scammer!

People often ask, “When I listen to God, how do I know if it is God speaking or some other voice?” Or, “I’ve asked the Lord to give me direction, but it’s as if I hear two voices. How do I know if God is the One I hear or if Satan is involved? Or am I just talking to myself?” These are legitimate questions that need to be answered. Identifying who is doing the talking is essential if we are to listen accurately.

This morning I want to consider the question, “How can I be sure that I’m hearing God’s voice and not being deceived by the devil?”

A Cautionary Tale  

Let’s begin with a cautionary tale. First Kings 13 has one of the strangest stories in the Bible. One writes, “This enormously enigmatic tale contains the key to the whole story of the books of 1 and 2 Kings and points us to the key to the history of the world.”
 Yet it is not known by many Christians because it is not preached in many pulpits.

By the word of the Lord a man of God came from Judah to Bethel, as Jeroboam was standing by the altar to make an offering. He cried out against the altar by the word of the Lord: “O altar, altar! This is what the Lord says: ‘A son named Josiah will be born to the house of David. On you he will sacrifice the priests of the high places who now make offerings here, and human bones will be burned on you.’” That same day the man of God gave a sign: “This is the sign the Lord has declared: The altar will be split apart and the ashes on it will be poured out.” 

When King Jeroboam heard what the man of God cried out against the altar at Bethel, he stretched out his hand from the altar and said, “Seize him!” But the hand he stretched out toward the man shriveled up, so that he could not pull it back. Also, the altar was split apart and its ashes poured out according to the sign given by the man of God by the word of the Lord. 

Then the king said to the man of God, “Intercede with the Lord your God and pray for me that my hand may be restored.” So the man of God interceded with the Lord, and the king’s hand was restored and became as it was before. 

The king said to the man of God, “Come home with me and have something to eat, and I will give you a gift.” 

But the man of God answered the king, “Even if you were to give me half your possessions, I would not go with you, nor would I eat bread or drink water here. For I was commanded by the word of the Lord: ‘You must not eat bread or drink water or return by the way you came.’” So he took another road and did not return by the way he had come to Bethel. 

Now there was a certain old prophet living in Bethel, whose sons came and told him all that the man of God had done there that day. They also told their father what he had said to the king. Their father asked them, “Which way did he go?” And his sons showed him which road the man of God from Judah had taken. So he said to his sons, “Saddle the donkey for me.” And when they had saddled the donkey for him, he mounted it and rode after the man of God. He found him sitting under an oak tree and asked, “Are you the man of God who came from Judah?” 

“I am,” he replied. 

So the prophet said to him, “Come home with me and eat.” 

The man of God said, “I cannot turn back and go with you, nor can I eat bread or drink water with you in this place. I have been told by the word of the Lord: ‘You must not eat bread or drink water there or return by the way you came.’ ” 

The old prophet answered, “I too am a prophet, as you are. And an angel said to me by the word of the Lord: ‘Bring him back with you to your house so that he may eat bread and drink water.’ ” (But he was lying to him.) So the man of God returned with him and ate and drank in his house. 

While they were sitting at the table, the word of the Lord came to the old prophet who had brought him back. He cried out to the man of God who had come from Judah, “This is what the Lord says: ‘You have defied the word of the Lord and have not kept the command the Lord your God gave you. You came back and ate bread and drank water in the place where he told you not to eat or drink. Therefore your body will not be buried in the tomb of your fathers.’” 

When the man of God had finished eating and drinking, the prophet who had brought him back saddled his donkey for him. As he went on his way, a lion met him on the road and killed him, and his body was thrown down on the road, with both the donkey and the lion standing beside it. [1 Kings 13:1-24]

The story takes place in Bethel, located in the northern kingdom of Israel. The nation had recently split between north and south, the northern ten tribes retaining the name of Israel while the southern two tribes took the name of Judah. In spite of being outnumbered 10-2 in tribes, Judah still held the kingly lineage of David, the capitol city of Jerusalem, and the Temple of the Lord.

The latter worried the first king of the northern realm, King Jeroboam. He was afraid that if his citizens were to travel to the Temple in Jerusalem to worship (as the Israelites were commanded by God to do), they might not come back. So he established his own religion, setting up golden calves (reminiscent of the golden calf in Moses’ day) at an altar in Bethel. Jeroboam was using religion for what he perceived to be political gain. His man-made religion became a substitute for trusting and obeying the true and living God. All man-made religion is like that.

Enter an unnamed “man of God from Judah”
 interrupting the proceedings. Apparently no prophet in the north was found to deliver God’s Word, so a prophet was sent to Jeroboam from Judah.
 The chapter begins, “By the word of the Lord a man of God came from Judah to Bethel…” The phrase “the word of the Lord” is dominant in the chapter, occurring eleven times in the niv, the most of any chapter in the Bible.

The prophet spoke to the altar, not to the king, as though God no longer wanted to address Jeroboam, a man so filled with himself and his plans that he had no time to listen to God. His message looked ahead three hundred years to the reign of godly King Josiah (640–609 bc) who rooted out the idolatry in the land, including the destruction of King Jeroboam’s shrine at Bethel (see 2 Kings 23:15–16).

There is a brief interchange between the king and the man of God: Jeroboam points to the prophet and commands that he be arrested. But at that moment his hand shrivels, and the king changes course and asks the prophet to pray for him. The prophet does, and the hand is restored. Then the king invites him to stay for dinner and a gift. Most English translations render the invitation as, “Come home with me,” but the original Hebrew reads, “Come to the house with me,” which would imply the shrine at Bethel (which meant “house of God” in Hebrew).

The man of God refused the offer, saying in verses 8-9, “Even if you were to give me half your possessions, I would not go with you, nor would I eat bread or drink water here. For I was commanded by the word of the Lord: ‘You must not eat bread or drink water or return by the way you came.’” 
“What would be the harm of accepting the invitation?” you may be wondering. Understand what was King Jeroboam proposing: Mutual tolerance. If the man of God from Judah would honor the “house” of the high place in Bethel with his presence, then Jeroboam would honor the man of God from Judah with a gift. Jerusalem would respect and accept Bethel and vice versa. Light could fellowship with darkness, obedience with disobedience, truth with lies. There was no sign of repentance from Jeroboam. He simply wanted the compromise of agreeing to differ. He wanted man-made religion and the word of the Lord to live together.

But the man of God refused the offer and set off for Judah by a different route. So far, so good, right?

Then another character is introduced in the story in verse 11, “a certain old prophet living in Bethel.” Again, he is not named in the account. As Warren Wiersbe observes, “We get the impression that the prophet wasn’t exactly a spiritual giant, otherwise the Lord would have called him to rebuke the king.”

At any rate, this old prophet offers the same invitation to the man of God to “come home with me and eat.” The man of God declines just as he did with Jeroboam, citing the direct command of God forbidding him to do so. But the prophet persisted in verse 18:

The old prophet answered, “I too am a prophet, as you are. And an angel said to me by the word of the Lord: ‘Bring him back with you to your house so that he may eat bread and drink water.’” (But he was lying to him.)
Verse 19 records that the man of God went with him and ate with him at his house. What? How did this happen? Well, the old prophet flashed his own clergy credentials and claimed that he had received a message from an angel commanding him to bring the Judean home for hospitality. It was a pure lie, but the man of God fell for it.

This unusual story concludes with the man of God from Judah being killed by a lion on his way home. And then, unnaturally, the lion and the man’s donkey remained standing still beside the corpse. In other words, this was no accidental death, but the work of God.

The lesson here is clear: Sometimes we have courage to face major crises but lack sense for subtle dilemmas. We can muster defiance for the danger of the hour but cannot find discernment for the ploy of the moment. Ministry must be grounded in both the power of God and the wisdom of God.
 We must always be on guard against the deception of the devil.
A Characteristic Test 

So how can we discern between the voice of God and the voice of the devil? John wrote in 1 John 4:1, “Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” Allow me to suggest a characteristic test of four elements to help in our discernment.
First, the voice of God will always be consistent with Scripture. God’s voice will never tell us to engage in any activity or relationship that is inconsistent with the Bible. If what you hear in prayer is not consistent with Scripture, then what you hear is not God; it’s another voice—that of Satan and his host or that of the flesh. The voice of God will never include any data that violate the principles of Scripture. This is first and foremost.

Second, God’s voice will conflict with human reasoning. Although there are exceptions, usually when God requires something of you, it will clash with what you consider to be the natural, reasonable course of action. The prophet Isaiah put it this way: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord. “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. (Isaiah 55:8-9) Jesus usually did the opposite of what people expected. If we feel the tug of the world and what we hear from God seems reasonable and rational, then we should check it out. That’s not to say that God doesn’t utilize human wisdom. He does. But on many occasions God’s voice will ask us to accomplish something that seems quite illogical to our rational minds.

Third, the voice of God will be contrary to our sin nature. God will never tell us to do anything that gratifies the flesh. I don’t mean to say that God isn’t for fun. He is, but He is for fun in the right way that pleases Him and brings wholesome fulfillment, not instantaneous gratification of the flesh. If what we hear urges us to gratify the flesh, to forget what anyone else says, just do as we please, then we should know that it isn’t of God. He doesn’t speak in those terms. God always speaks in such a way that the results please the Spirit of God within us, not the flesh. The old sensual nature is a part of our physical lives, but it is to be under the control of the Holy Spirit. We are to satisfy the yearning of the Spirit; His voice will build up and edify our spirits, not our fleshly natures. Our present society continually appeals to that fleshly nature. Television, magazines, and many businesses seek to affect the individual by arousing carnal instincts. It is in a world dominated by such carnal clattering that God calls us to listen to a voice that always seeks the benefit of others as well as ourselves, a voice that requires substantial faith to hear.

Fourth, God’s voice will challenge our faith and call for courage, and in so doing He builds our relationship with Him and helps us grow close to Him. When we lift up our requests to the Lord, we should always ask ourselves if they will challenge our faith. Not every decision we make will necessarily call for great faith and courage, but in making those decisions in which we aren’t sure if we are hearing from God, asking this question will help us determine the origin of the voice.

This characteristic test will help us discern whether we are hearing God’s voice or someone else’s voice: Is what I am hearing consistent with Scripture, conflicting with human reasoning, contrary to our sin nature, and challenging us to courageous faith? If the answer is “yes” across the board, we can be sure that God is indeed speaking to us.

A Contrasting Take

In conclusion, allow me to present a contrasting take on this matter. Turn to Matthew 16:21-23,

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. 

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” 

Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”
In this passage we can see the difference between the voice of God and the voice of Satan. Peter’s dilemma in this instance is also ours. We may seek the Lord’s mind about decisions we have to make concerning our families, our finances, our vocations. We may be committed to doing the right thing, so we begin to pray. Today we feel we should move in one direction, but tomorrow we feel we should move in the opposite direction. It seems as if the voice we hear tells us something different each day. The result is our frustration and confusion. We wonder how we can know positively whose voice we hear. Let’s now apply these four points to Matthew 16 and see how they are related. 

First, was Jesus’ statement that He was going to die consistent with Scripture? Yes, according to Isaiah 53, it was. 

Second, did Jesus’ statement conflict with human wisdom? Was His assertion that He would be killed and rise again on the third day at odds with human logic? Absolutely!

Third, did Jesus’ remark clash with Peter’s selfish desires? It certainly did, because Peter saw himself as one of the group of disciples, and if Jesus died, where would that leave Peter? He would no doubt be left out. 

Fourth, did Jesus’ reply challenge Peter’s faith and require his courage? Again, yes. Peter had seen a lot in his life, Jesus’ resurrection proclamation was a monumental challenge to his faith. Would he be willing to follow a man who said He was the Messiah but would soon lose His life? Would he have the courage to persevere and, if He rose, to follow Him? God’s voice obviously called for courage.

I’m sure that Peter, in his enthusiasm and excitement, said what he did as an expression of loyalty and faithfulness to Jesus. The only problem was, it wasn’t from God.

I don’t know why the old prophet said what he said to the man of God, but it was certainly not the voice of God. Whether from pure motives or not, people will often speak to us on a number of subjects. How can I be sure I am hearing from God? Remember these simple truths and we can discern the voice of God from the voices of everyone else.

Don’t get scammed in the most important matters of life!
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