Be Still and Know #5

“How To Listen To God”
selected Scriptures
Over the past several weeks, we have been considering the topics of prayer and Bible study from an uncommon angle—the discipline of listening to God’s voice. What was common during the biblical era and throughout much of church history has become rare in our own day.  

In the earlier books of the Bible, God appears to speak more to man than man does to God. Commands were given and promises made, and early saints had little to do but fulfill the commands and believe the promises. It may be that we do too much talking in our prayer periods. We have not developed the art of listening to God’s voice speaking to our hearts through His Word.
 And so we have sought to cultivate the listening side of prayer. 

Even a casual reading 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. Some have thus concluded that God no longer speaks today; we only have His written revelation in the Bible to go on. Nevertheless, a closer examination of the Scriptures reveals that while God did 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.

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. 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.

I believe the most important reason God is still talking today is that He wants us to know Him. If God has stopped talking, then I doubt we will ever discover what He is really like. If the priority is to know God, then there must be more than just a one–way monologue. Rather, there must be a communication link in which He talks and we listen or we talk and He listens.

As we wrap up this brief study tonight, I want to bring together what we have learned and leave you with some very practical truths about how to listen to God.

The Prerequisites to Hearing from God 


First I want to address the prerequisites to hearing from God. I believe there are three requirements that must be met if we want to hear His voice.


The first is that we must believe that God does indeed speak to us today. The Bible speaks of having “fellowship” with God, and part of fellowship is communication. I believe that people are meant to live in an ongoing conversation with God, speaking and being spoken to. We see this in God’s visits to Adam and Eve in the Garden, Enoch’s walks with God, the face-to-face conversations between Moses and the Lord, the still small voice speaking to Elijah, and so many others we read about in Scripture.

Unfortunately these are commonly regarded as highly exceptional moments in the history of humankind. Aside from their obviously unique historical role, however, I do not believe they are not meant to be exceptional at all. Rather, they are examples of the normal human life God intended for us: God’s indwelling his people through personal presence and fellowship. Given our basic nature, we live—really live—only through God’s regular speaking in our souls and thus “by every word that comes from of the mouth of God.”

Hebrews 1:1-2 states, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets in 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 created the universe.” Jesus went on to promise in John 14:16-18, “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you.” Notice that the Holy Spirit—elsewhere called, “the Spirit of Jesus”—will live with us and will be in us. He expounds on this in John 16:7, 12-15,

“But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you…. I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come. He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you. All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is mine and make it known to you.”

Notice the last half of verse 13: “He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.” Clearly God is still speaking to His people today!


Now, let’s be clear: When God speaks, He does not give new revelation about Himself that contradicts what He has already revealed in Scripture. Rather, God gives application of His Word to the specific circumstances in your life. When God speaks to you, He is not writing a new book of the Bible; rather, He is applying to your life what He has already said in his Word.


Yet we tend to discount this communication from God. “Why is it,” comedian Lily Tomlin asks, “that when we speak to God we are said to be praying but when God speaks to us we are said to be schizophrenic?”
 Obviously, we need to make sure that what we are hearing from God is truly from God—He will never contradict His previous revelation—but we must be open to the fact that God still speaks.


The next prerequisite to hearing from God is that we must want to hear Him. In the opening message of this series I mentioned a quote from John White’s 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.
 
We must have a desire to hear from God. An example of this is found in 1 Kings 3:9, where Solomon prays, “So give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between right and wrong. For who is able to govern this great people of yours?” You may be thinking, “Where in that verse does it say anything about hearing from God?” The niv translates the original Hebrew as “a discerning heart” while many other English translations renders this “an understanding heart.” Yet the Amplified Bible puts it this way: “So give Your servant an understanding mind and a hearing heart to judge Your people, that I may discern between good and bad.” The updated version of the New American Standard Bible has a note that the phrase literally means “a hearing heart.” The Hebrew term shama appears in the Old Testament 1,162 times! It has the basic meaning, “to hear.” This is extended in various ways, generally involving an effective hearing or listening: 1) “listen to,” “pay attention,” 2) “obey,”  3) “answer prayer,” “hear,” 4) “understand” and 5) “hear critically,” or “examine (in court).”

Walter Kaiser comments,

Herein lay the most essential prayer of any and all who aspire to lead or who wish to walk with their Lord in a way that is well-pleasing to him. This prayer follows the same pattern as the later prayer of our Lord in the Garden of Gethsemane: “Not as I will, but as you will.” Here is a prayer that waits with an open heart and listening ears to learn what it is that the Lord himself will say and direct Solomon to do. It puts a priority on what it is that the Lord will say and do, for it takes a truly “listening heart” to discern such. Ostentatious actions staged merely for show would not fit the need of this hour; rather, this prayer calls for God to perform an internal work on Solomon’s will and his heart so that he will be changed from inside out.

So many of us today, as in Solomon’s time and in every time, do not possess such a “listening/hearing heart.” Yet that is precisely what we need if we are going to receive the direction from God that we so earnestly desire. As Solomon knew, if we do not begin at the point of a listening heart, we soon become crushed by the catalogue of duties and tasks that mount up for us each day. Despite the fact that no one less than the Lord himself has given to us the task that is now our calling in life and the object of our prayers, we often raise objections as to why we cannot begin that task with a “listening/discerning heart.” We object that we fear failing on this job, and so we work incessantly on our own strength and ability without asking for the divine help or discernment that would through a prayer that came from our hearts. At other times we fear intimidation, the magnitude of the task, or perhaps the responsiveness (or lack of responsiveness) of others to our leadership, or even our own lack of gifts to carry out so large a task. And still we try to lead and act by our own wits and our own strategies, when all the time our Lord is calling us to ask from him whatever we would have him give us. So we court disaster and failure because we refuse to humble ourselves and ask our Lord to provide that which we lack—and which he has already promised to give us even before we ask!


We must believe that God still speaks, and we must want to hear His voice.

The Practice of Hearing from God

Let’s move on to the practice of hearing from God. Communication is always a two-way street, involving both speaking and listening. In our ongoing friendship with God we tell Him what is on our hearts in prayer and learn to perceive what He is saying to us. It is this second part of our conversation with God that is found by many to be so difficult or even impossible. Yet I believe that learning the two-way communication between us and God can be developed as a natural part of our spiritual life.

In saying this, though, I want to caution us against thinking that there is some surefire technique for squeezing what we want to know out of God. A life surrendered to God, a humble openness to his direction even when it is contrary to our wants and assumptions, experience with the way His word comes to us, and fervent but patient requests for guidance—these do not constitute a method for getting an answer from him. Hearing from God is not a gimmick. Strictly speaking, talk of method is out of place here, although it is possible and helpful to lay down general, practical guidelines. After all, God is not someone we “work on” for a result, even though certain behaviors before Him are more or less appropriate.
 He is not a genie in a bottle that will grant our heart’s desire if we say the magic words.

That being said, let’s consider some practical steps to hearing God. Again, I don’t want these to sound like hard and fast rules that must be followed religiously, but some helpful principles that enable us to hear His voice.

First, we must find a time and place suitable for such a practice. We may choose any time of day or night, as long as it is long enough—I would suggest at least 20-30 minutes—and quiet enough that we are not distracted.

Second, we begin by praying. Start with worshipping God for who He is—the holy, all-knowing, all-powerful, everywhere-present, sovereign Ruler who is loving, gracious, merciful, and just. Allow the attributes of God to sink into your mind and heart and bring you peace. If you are convicted of sin in your life, confess it and experience God’s grace anew. Then, in the words of Philippians 4:6, “present your requests to God.” This is where we pray for our needs and the needs of others. Conclude this time of prayer with thanksgiving for what God has done and for what He will do.

Next we move to reading from the Bible. Whether you use a devotional or a reading plan, read the passage(s) slowly, deliberately, and, if possible, aloud. If you read a word or phrase you don’t understand, take the time and find out what it means. But this is not the time for intense Bible study; this is a time we want to hear from God on a very personal basis.

Choose a word or phrase and meditate on it, as we discussed in our last message. Let your mind go over and over it, chewing on it, so to speak. Emphasize different words and phrases. Paraphrase the verse. Make it personal. Rethink and restate the verse using your own words in the process. Relate the verse to your present circumstance.

Finally, listen carefully and deliberately for God, paying close attention to what we hear. When God does speak to us, we pay attention and receive it with thanks. It is a good habit to write such things down until we become so adept at the conversational relationship that we no longer need to. God does not speak to us to amuse or entertain us but to make some real difference in our lives.

The Product of Hearing from God

Finally, I want to consider the product of hearing from God. What happens as we develop a listening ear for God’s voice?

First, we will grow in our trust of the Lord. Proverbs 3:5-6 states, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will direct your paths.” It is only from the fullness of divine guidance that comes from a “listening heart” that we will we be able to discern how we should live. We will sense His guidance in meaningful ways. Only then will we be able to distinguish right from wrong and be able to live in a way well pleasing to our Lord.

Then we will experience tranquility in our daily lives. I love the New Living Translation of Philippians 4:6-7, “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. Then you will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus.” Listening to God and obeying Him are the only constructive methods that enable us to survive the storms of the twenty-first century. Hearing His Voice and integrating it into our value systems, behavioral patterns, thoughts, and conversations are the requirements for enduring life. Staying alert and responsive to His speaking Voice becomes the rock foundation that no tempest, temptation, or trial can erode.
 We will live in His perfect peace.

Finally, we will see the transformation of our lives. I think of Moses as he spent quality time with God. Exodus 34:29-35 records,

When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets of the Testimony in his hands, he was not aware that his face was radiant because he had spoken with the Lord. When Aaron and all the Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant, and they were afraid to come near him. But Moses called to them; so Aaron and all the leaders of the community came back to him, and he spoke to them. Afterward all the Israelites came near him, and he gave them all the commands the Lord had given him on Mount Sinai. 

When Moses finished speaking to them, he put a veil over his face. But whenever he entered the Lord’s presence to speak with him, he removed the veil until he came out. And when he came out and told the Israelites what he had been commanded, they saw that his face was radiant. Then Moses would put the veil back over his face until he went in to speak with the Lord. 

Paul picked up on this imagery in 2 Corinthians 3:18, “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect [or contemplate] the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” The more time we spend with God, speaking to Him and hearing His voice, the more we become like Him.


And that, my friends, is time well spent.

�Herbert Lockyer, All the Prayers in the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1959).


�Henry T. Blackaby and Richard Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice (Nashville: B&H Books, ©2002).


�Charles F. Stanley, How to Listen to God (Nashville: Oliver-Nelson Books, ©1985).


�Dallas Willard, Hearing God: Developing a Conversational Relationship with God (Westmont, IL: IVP Books, ©2012).


�Blackaby and Blackaby, op. cit.


�Quoted in Willard, op. cit.


�John White, The Fight (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1976).


�Hermann J. Austel, “2412 שָׁמַע,” in R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer Jr., and Bruce K. Waltke, eds., Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1999).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., I Will Lift My Eyes unto the Hills: Learning from the Great Prayers of the Old Testament (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, ©2015).


�Willard, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Growing Strong in the Seasons of Life (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, ©1983).


�Willard, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Stanley, op. cit.





PAGE  
5

