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God is Closer Than You Think, Part 5

The Voice, March 11th, 2007

I want you to think for a moment about expectations.  Because, in one way or another, we all have a lot of expectations that we carry through life.  When your birthday comes, you have expectations about the gifts you’ll receive.  
· When you go to a restaurant you have certain expectations about how the food will taste or how good the service will be.  
· When you’re having friends over whom you haven’t seen for a long time, you’ll no doubt have expectations about what that visit will be like.  
· When you come to church you expect the Bagels and Coffee to be hot and the Orange Juice to be cold.
· When you turn on American Idol or Lost or Heroes, you have certain expectations that you’ll be entertained.
And yet, there’s another side of expectation— the kind of expectations that are placed on you by those around you… 
· whether we’re talking about society’s expectations of how we’re supposed to look or what you’re “supposed” to have achieved by a certain age. 
· You see, all of these expectations are the result of the different voices that have spoken into our lives through the years. 
· Some are voices of affirmation: “I believe in you… You are important to me… I know you can do it… I love who you are.” 
· And others are voices that hurt:  “You can’t do anything right!  You’ll never accomplish much in life! Why aren’t you as good as your brother?  You’re not good enough.” 
It’s these kinds of voices that really shape and influence who we are... especially when some of those negative voices have come from those you love the most like… maybe a demanding parent or demeaning sibling. 

· Maybe it was a parent who wasn’t so much demanding… but who seemed to remain silent whenever you needed affirmation the most. 

· And then, add to all of that the voices we hear each day from TV, radio, magazines, email, and so on… and you realize just how many voices are competing for our attention. 
But what if… out of all the voices that can influence and shape you... what if the voice that was booming through your heart and mind was God’s?  What if His voice was suddenly clearer than all the rest? 

· How do you think your life would change if, through the everyday moments of your life, you were able to recognize and respond to God speaking directly to you? 

· Do you think that might change the way you approach the challenges of your day? 

· Do you think it would impact your ability to more effectively deal with the various financial, relational and work (or school) related stresses we face from day to day?

Maybe you believe that God’s heart is to have not only an intimate relationship with us… but that He desires open communication between us as well.  

· And yet, for one reason or another, you’re not even listening for God’s voice in your life any more. 

· Maybe you’ve been hurt by or have been turned off by someone claiming to have heard from God.  

In his book, Listening to the Voice of God, Roger Barrier tells about an experience he had with someone like this before he got married. Here’s how he tells it: 
· “One evening I was sitting beside my fiancée in a little church we occasionally attended during college. Shortly before the service began a woman spoke quietly to Julie. ‘I have a word from the Lord for you,’ she said. 
· ‘You will be like the prophetess Anna in Luke 2. You will be widowed after seven years and spend the rest of your life ministering in sweet service to God.’”

· Well, the sad thing was that as much as Barrier tried to avoid thinking about that lady’s word, the truth was that during his first seven years of marriage, he would think about it quite often.

· In fact, on the evening of he and his wife’s eighth anniversary, he actually stayed up till midnight… just to make sure! 

But maybe the issue for you isn’t so much a bad experience… but rather, you feel as though the idea of your having “heard” from God is a little presumptuous.
· After all… you look at the sin and junk in your life and think that there’s no way that God would choose to speak to you. 

· In fact, whether consciously or subconsciously, you start to wonder if God would ever have anything to say to you other than a word of rebuke.

· You think, “Maybe when I get to the place where my act is cleaned up a bit more… maybe then God will speak to me— but even if I do start to pull things together, why would He be interested in me? Who am I?”
We’ve all had thoughts like that at one time or another… but if that’s where you are right now… then hear me when I tell you that it just isn’t true.
· The grace that the Bible talks about is called grace because it is unearned… because it flows from a loving Father who sent His Son to die for us while we were sinners… 

· a merciful, tender Father who promises to never turn away from us.

· Isaiah 30 talks about how God longs to be gracious to you… He longs to reveal Himself to you… that when you cry out to Him, He will answer you.

In Isaiah 65:1 we see God’s heart to reach out and speak to His people.  “I revealed Myself to those who did not ask for me; I was found by those who did not seek me.  To a nation that did not call on My name I said, ‘here I am, here I am!’” 
· In fact, nearly every chapter in Isaiah, from chapter 40 to chapter 55, begins with God saying, “Listen to Me…”
· Even to “those who did not ask” for Him… God reached out over and over again… “Listen to Me… I’ve got something to say.”
Maybe you completely believe in God’s desire and ability to speak into your life.  Maybe your struggle with isn’t God’s ability to speak… but rather, your ability to hear. 

· I mean all of us from time to time can be spiritually hard of hearing. 

· But understand that our confidence for hearing God’s voice can never be based on our phenomenal ability to hear or our not-so-perfect walk with God.

· Rather, our confidence for hearing God’s voice in our lives is based on God’s incredible willingness and desire to speak.  

· You see, if you remember nothing else, remember that the secret of hearing God’s voice isn’t about our great faith and our ability to hear… but His great faithfulness and desire to speak.

And yet, listen… it’s not enough for us to simply know that God has something to say to us… we also need to make sure we’re in a place to really hear what He has to say.

· Let me share with you a story of a young boy who made that kind of commitment… not only to hear from God… but to respond to whatever God was sharing with Him.

· So, if you have your Bibles with you, go ahead and turn to 1 Samuel 3. 

Beginning at about the age of three, Samuel grew up serving in the temple where Eli was the high priest.

· Well one night while Samuel is lying in bed, he hears his name. But because no one else is around, he just figures that it must have been Eli calling him. 

· So he runs into Eli’s room. “Here I am.” But Eli says, “I didn’t call you.” 

· A little while later it happens again, and so Samuel runs into Eli’s room again and Eli says, “I didn’t call you.” 
Can you imagine how frustrated Eli must have been?  Believe me… I understand!  My girls love to wake me up when I’m sleeping!  

· In fact, Sarah used to wake me up by propping up my eyelids and sticking her face right in front of me!

But Eli finally realizes what’s going on. Look at 1 Samuel 3:7: “Now Samuel did not yet know the LORD : The word of the LORD had not yet been revealed to him.”
· So when it happens a third time, Eli knows that it’s God who’s speaking to Samuel… but Samuel still has no idea.

· You see, it’s possible for God to speak to somebody and for that person not to know it’s God speaking. 

· In other words, learning to discern the voice of God is an acquired skill. It’s a learned behavior. 

And so what we see is that an important part of Eli’s ministry is to help Samuel learn to recognize the voice of God in his heart. 

· Just look at this teaching moment between Eli and Samuel in verse 9.  

· It says, “So Eli said to Samuel, ‘Go and lie down again, and if someone calls again’, say, ‘Speak, LORD, your servant is listening.’”
· Now look at how hungry a learner Samuel is.  In verse 10 we read, “So Samuel went back to bed. 10And the LORD came and called as before, "Samuel! Samuel!"   And Samuel replied, ‘Speak, Lord, your servant is listening.’”
Now if you’re turned there, jump ahead to verse 19. Samuel is now learning from Eli how to discern God’s leading, God’s voice in his life. 

· We’re told that “The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up”—and here’s the phrase I really want you to see—“and he let none of God’s words fall to the ground.” 
· In other words, Samuel let none of God’s words go unheeded. 

· Anything God said, Samuel did. Any time God said, “Go,” Samuel went. Any time God said, “Speak,” Samuel spoke. 

· He let none of God’s words fall to the ground. He said, “Speak Lord, your servant is listening.” 
I want to tell you, in this whole business of learning to discern the voice of God… being immersed in Scripture, having wise friends to get counsel from, and so on—those are all important. 

· But perhaps most important is that you make the decision to say, “God, speak, and whatever you tell me to do, I will do. Even if it feels a little awkward or a little hard, I will let none of your words fall to the ground.” 
· If you have a prompting and you think it’s from God…

· If it’s consistent with Scripture, and it moves in the direction of the fruit of the Spirit…toward love and joy and peace, etc.—do it! 

· Don’t let a single word fall to the ground. 

If it’s to encourage somebody, to share your faith, to do an act of kindness, to confront in love, do it. Don’t let a single word of God fall to the ground. 

· Some of you today need guidance. And your prayer today just needs to be, “God, will You show me the way?” Well know that God really does that!

· So here’s how it can play out in our lives this week—how we’ll make the choice to be with Jesus and listen for his voice—to begin to increase our sensitivity to hearing the voice of our Shepherd. 

At some point tomorrow, you’ll hopefully have some leisure time. Of course, in our society, there’s one primary activity that people engage in during leisure time, so it leads to the question: “Would Jesus watch TV?” Well, it depends on what’s on.

· If you watch TV, watch it, but watch it with Jesus and talk to him about what you see. If he wants to change your habits, he’ll speak to you about that. 

· I was watching a program two weeks ago on Afghanistan.  I can’t tell how God touched my heart through that… 

· in fact, the desire to start a task force on poverty came out of what God said to me through that.  

· I watched a special on Oprah’s Leadership Academy for Girls in South Africa… He’s be stirring my heart ever since.

If you read the newspaper tomorrow, then read with Jesus. Talk with him about what you’re reading. The newspaper then becomes an invitation to pray for the world…

· for what’s happening on the streets of your neighborhood, your city, in Washington, in Afghanistan, and in the West Bank. 

· Just talk to God about the world. 

· Whatever the day ahead holds out for you—household errands, interruptions, deadlines at work— know that every one of these is an opportunity to hear from Jesus. 

When you forget, and you will… when you mess up, and you will… here’s a real important rule you need to follow:  No beating yourself up!

· You see, with every passing moment or experience, we’re given another chance. God just keeps sending them. That’s grace. 
· Every new moment is a chance for you to be with him… to hear from Him.
· Tomorrow night when you lay down your head on the pillow, review the day. Thank Jesus for going with you. 

· Thank him for his gentle whispers. Remember the moments when you heard his voice. 

· And then decide if you’d like to spend another day with him on Tuesday. If you would, invite him because he’d love to. 

You see, one thing you must do is decide. You will not simply drift into this way of life by accident. You must decide.  And, I want to encourage you to make that decision today before you leave… 

· Maybe you’ll want to just write the words, “Speak Lord, your servant is listening” somewhere on your bulletin.  

· Maybe you’ll want to just speak out to Jesus as we close the service, “Jesus, I want to spend tomorrow with you, listening to your voice.”  

David wrote in Psalm 16:8, “I have set the Lord always before me.  Because He is at my right hand I will not be shaken.” “I have set the Lord always before me…”  
· Take a few moments during ministry time today to consider what this could look like in your life right now.  
· What would it be like to wake up with God on your mind… ready to hear His loving affirmation? 
What would it feel like at night if you were aware of Him as you dropped off to sleep?
· What would my conversations be like with other people if I really was able to “set the Lord before me?”
· What would work or school be like if I really connected to God throughout my day as I sat at my desk, asking for His help and guidance… not carrying the burden by myself.
· Maybe you’ll just want to say to Him, “God… that’s the life I want for myself… to hear Your voice above all the other voices in my life.” 
What I’d like to do now is to play a video piece from a guy named Rob Bell*.  When the video is over, I’m going to have Clint and Conrad come up and close the service.  

I just want to encourage you… as the video is playing… listen to what God may be saying to you. 

(Rob Bell’s NOOMA Video called NOISE)
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