How to Hear God’s Voice #6

“Got Your Ears On?”

selected Scriptures
When I was growing up, my dad was a truck driver. I thought he drove truck because it was a job and a way to earn a living, but later in life I came to understand how much he truly loved driving truck. Long after he had retired, my dad discovered a video called “Driving With Two Sticks,” referring to the old semis that had two gear shifts. After watching it, he got a cardboard box, a couple of handles (maybe from plungers?) and would recreate his experience of driving with two sticks while he watched the video.

Anyway, one aspect of truck driving popular in the 1970s and 80s was the CB radio. My dad used the handle “Circuit Rider,” after the traveling preachers of days gone by. One of the common phrases of truckers on the CB radio was, “Got your ears on?” meaning, “Is your radio on? Are you listening?” My immediate reaction to hearing the question, “Got your ears on?” is to check to see if my ears are still attached to my head. Good thing—how would my glasses stay put? 

Jesus asked a similar question in Mark 4:9, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear,” and later in verse 23, “If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.” Of course the people of His day had ears! Yet as God told the prophet Ezekiel in Ezekiel 12:2, “Son of man, you are living among a rebellious people. They have eyes to see but do not see and ears to hear but do not hear, for they are a rebellious people.” They had ears to hear but they were not listening. As we have seen, there is a big difference between hearing and listening.
This series is entitled, “How to Hear God’s Voice.” Just as we all have physical ears, in Christ we have the capacity to hear the voice of God through the Holy Spirit. The question is, are we listening? Have we got our ears on?

In his book How to Listen to God, Charles Stanley lists a number of ways we must listen in order to hear God’s voice. I have grouped those into three larger headings this morning, with special emphasis on one essential component.

We Must Listen in Sureness  

First, to hear God’s voice we must listen in sureness, that is, we must believe that God does still in fact speak today. Hebrews 11:6 states, “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” If we don’t believe or if we doubt that God still speaks today, we will likely not hear His voice.
If we are going to listen to God, we must come to Him expectantly. We must anticipate His speaking to us. Jeremiah 33:3 exemplifies this eagerness when it quotes God, “Call to Me, and I will answer you, and show you great and mighty things, which you do not know.” Throughout Scripture we have the promise that God will indeed speak to us, but if we come to Him doubting His ability to speak, we will have a difficult time listening. Expectantly believing the promises of God is expressing faith, without which “it is impossible to please Him” (see Heb. 11:6). We should all have great expectations when it comes to hearing God speak.

To hear God we must actively wait and meditate upon His Word. That probably sounds nonsensical—how can you actively wait on God? Colossians 3:16 declares, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.” God is so precise in His instructions and promises given through His Word. Meditation upon God’s Word is one of the most wonderful ways we can listen to the Voice of God for divine guidance.

We also must be confident that when we listen to God, we will hear what we need to hear. It may not always be what we wish to hear, but God communicates to us what is essential in our walk with Him. Would we withhold information from our children that they would need to possess in order to be obedient to our instructions? Would we tell them, “Here’s what I want you to do,” and then not provide them with information? Certainly not. Jesus said in Matthew 7:11, “If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask Him!”
 We must listen in sureness that God hears our prayers and will answer them in accordance to His perfect will.

We Must Listen in Stillness

Second, we must listen in stillness. I believe this is the greatest challenge in hearing the voice of God. 

We must listen quietly. The psalmist said in Psalm 46:10, “Be still and know that I am God.” If we are to listen to God, we must be quiet and let Him do the talking. Too many of us, when we pray, simply read off a list of requests, get up, and walk off. Instead of listening to God, we only report our requests to Him. How can God speak to us if we don’t take time to listen? Quietness is essential to listening.
 

What is the greatest obstacle to such quietness? Noise. This is not just to include the noise on the outside, but the noise on the inside as well. We must tone down the noise with which we normally live our lives. And this cannot be done in a few minutes. Listening prayer will cost time. We may need to double the amount of time we spend in prayer, to allow for both listening and speaking prayer.

This experience was shared by Dr. A. B. Simpson, the founder of the Christian and Missionary Alliance, when he discovered the secret of listening prayer. He wrote, “At first I thought this would be a very easy matter, and so I began to get still. But I had no sooner commenced than a perfect pandemonium of voices reached my ears—a thousand clamoring notes from within and without—until I could hear nothing but their noise and din. Then came the conflict of thoughts for the morrow, and its duties and its cares, but God said, ‘Be still.’ And as I listened and slowly learned to obey, and shut my ears to every sound, I found that after a while when the other voices ceased, or I had ceased to hear them, there was a still, small voice in the depths of my being that began to speak with an inexpressible tenderness, power, and comfort. As I listened it became to me the voice of prayer and the voice of wisdom and the voice of duty, and I did not need to think so hard or pray so hard or trust so hard, but that still, small voice of the Holy Spirit in my heart was God’s prayer in my secret soul.” 

Simpson referenced Psalm 46:10, “Be still and know that I am God.” That is at once very simple and yet very profound. Donald Grey Barnhouse called this, “one of the important verses for the conduct of the Christian life.”
 We sing it in our hymns, we’ve heard others sing it in more contemporary renditions, we see it on cards and plaques—and perhaps we’ve become so familiar with the words that they’ve lost their meaning.
I looked up this verse in several other translations to get a fresh look at this verse:

· “Cease striving and know that I am God” [nas]

· “Be silent, and know that I am God!” [nlt]

· “Let be and be still, and know that I am God” [amp]

The Hebrew verb is raphah, literally meaning “to slacken” or “to cease.”
 Warren Wiersbe writes, “‘Be still’ literally means ‘Take your hands off! Relax!’ We like to be ‘hands-on’ people and manage our own lives, but God is God, and we are His servants.”

I discovered an interesting passage in Scripture where this verb is used. In 1 Samuel 15, the prophet Samuel and King Saul are having a conversation. Perhaps interrogation would be a better word for it—Samuel was asking the questions and Saul was coming up with excuses just as quickly. Finally, in verse 16, we read, “Wait!” [same Hebrew word raphah] Let me tell you what the Lord said to me last night.” Chuck Swindoll comments, “Samuel said to Saul, “Wait”—which is a neat way of saying, “Shut up”—“let me tell you what the Lord said to me last night. Saul said to him, “Speak.”
 I wonder if sometimes God is not tempted to tell us to “shut up” in our praying so that we can listen to Him speak! We need to heed the words of Ecclesiastes 3:7 in our prayer life: “[There is] a time to be silent and a time to speak.” As Nienkirchen concluded, “The highest form of prayer may well indeed be wordless.”
 This was demonstrated in an interview between Dan Rather and Mother Teresa many years ago.

“When you pray,” asked Rather, “what do you say to God?”

“I don’t say anything,” she replied. “I listen.”

“Well, okay…when God speaks to you, then, what does He say?”

“He doesn’t say anything. He listens.”

Rather looked bewildered. For an instant, he didn’t know what to say.

“And if you don’t understand that,” Mother Teresa added, “I can’t explain it to you.”

Along with this, we must listen attentively. Silence can allow our minds to drift off…or allow us to fall asleep! Listening to God demands our full attention. We must focus on hearing God’s voice. It takes effort to bring our minds back into focus when distracting thoughts come along.

Pay attention to how God may speak throughout your day as well. Someone might say something in passing that gives us a godly warning. God intended for it to drop into our spirits, nurture the truth, and bring it to life, letting it bud and blossom into correction and comfort. However, we must be attentive to produce such spiritual fruit. We must have our spiritual antennas fully extended. We must be vigilant to discern the voice of God in the circumstances in our lives each day. We must constantly ask, “What is really happening? What does this particular circumstance mean?” As Christians we cannot divide our lives into secular and spiritual compartments. Our whole walk is spiritual because Christ is life. Thus in everything God allows in our lives, we must always look for His fingerprint. We must listen for the voice of God in every sound.

This requires that we listen patiently. God will not tell us things instantaneously. We will receive guidance or answers only after having waited a season of time. One of the reasons is simply that we’re not always ready. Because of that, God will sometimes withhold information until we are prepared to listen.

We must be willing to listen to Him patiently, because these times may draw out and stretch our faith. He has promised to speak to our hearts, so we can expect Him to, but He is not compelled to tell us everything we want to know the moment we desire the information.

We’d like to say, “Lord, here’s my order today. Please give me an answer before I get up off my knees.” It may be weeks later before God speaks to us about this, not because He has forgotten, but because in the process of waiting, He is changing and preparing us to hear His message, which we may not have received had He spoken instantaneously.

We Must Listen in Submission

Finally, we must listen in submission. Sometimes when God speaks to our hearts we will not like what we hear. When the Lord tells us something we don’t want to hear, we may not react in total obedience. But God doesn’t get hostile over our rebellious spirits, that’s not His response. He knew us before we ever came to listen to Him, and He knew exactly how we would respond. He may be grieved by our negative reaction, but He doesn’t send down a squadron of angry angels to destroy us. He knows we will struggle with certain things.

This is true regarding God’s will for us. We would like for Him to roll out His proposal for our short- or long-range future in detail for our approval. That’s not how God operates. In Exodus 3:12, among all of Moses’ excuses, God said, “I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.” What’s the catch? Moses would have to obey what God revealed before he received the sign!

I’m not suggesting this is easy to do. When Jesus came to the Garden of Gethsemane, He was already committed to the Father’s will. However, He struggled with the Father to determine whether there was another way to accomplish God’s purpose. He struggled with separation from the Father while at the same time He was committed to God’s will. There will be times when we come to God, listen to Him, and then grapple with what we hear. Submission must ultimately accompany listening if we are to fully hear God. It is essential if we are to follow Him.

Finally, we must come to God openly. Second Timothy 3:16 is a familiar passage in which Paul wrote, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness.” The words “teaching” and “training” are familiar enough, but “rebuking” and “correcting” may not be. To “rebuke” is to tell someone what’s wrong; to “correct” is to tell someone what’s right. God’s Word does both.

To listen openly means to be willing to hear God correct us as well as comfort us, to hear God convict us as well as assure us. We may be looking for a word of comfort from God when He may have a word of correction. If we come to Him only for comfort and prosperity, only for what is soothing to the ear, then we will not always hear what God has to say.

If we are unwilling to hear the correction, before long our need for correction will dramatically increase. As we listen to Him, humbly depending upon the Holy Spirit, God will bring to our minds areas that need to be corrected. We must accept both the positive and the negative.

Many of us have gotten on our knees before God and He spoke to us, but He didn’t say what we wanted to hear. Even in the correction God has a positive goal in mind, and that is to prevent us from making disastrous mistakes and ruining our lives. When we come to Him with a mental spiritual sifter, picking out only what we want to hear, we will not hear accurately.

Have you got your ears on? If we want to hear God’s voice, we must be intentional about it. We must listen in sureness, certain that God does hear and speak; we must listen in stillness, quieting our hearts and minds to hear His still, small voice; and we must listen in submission, prepared to do what we’re told and open to hear whatever God says, whether we like it or not.

“Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” This may be a revolutionary addition to our prayer life, since we are used to doing all the talking. Take the time, get quiet before God, and listen. 

He will speak. 

We might just hear Him.
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