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The Holy Spirit, Part 5: Guided by His Voice

June 8th, 2008

As we continue our series on the Holy Spirit this morning, 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, for example, you have expectations about the kind of 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 come to church you expect (and you should expect!) the Bagels and Coffee to be hot and the Orange Juice to be cold.
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! 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 messages 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 & 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 relationship with God and the way you walked with Him throughout your day-to-day life?
What’s so strange about all of this is that it's almost universally accepted that it's possible for human beings to talk to God. Everybody's kind of okay with that one. 

· And yet, the idea that God… who is all-loving, all knowing and all-powerful… 

· The idea that God might actually want to speak back to us… is hard for people to grapple with. 

· Think of the democratic primary that’s just come to an end… Three months ago all the democratic candidates took part in a discussion regarding faith.  

· In fact, one of the moderators for that CNN-sponsored event was a Vineyard pastor from Columbus… Rich Nathan.

Well, as you can imagine, all the candidates spoke about the value of prayer in their life… how they talk to God.  

· But can you imagine if one of them began speaking about how God specifically spoke back to them?  It would’ve been spun to make them look insane!

· Theologian, Lilly Tomlin, put it like this. She said, "Why is it that when we talk to God it's called prayer, but when God talks to us, it's called schizophrenia?"
· But the truth is that God really does talk to human beings. In fact, that reality is central to the ministry of the Holy Spirit in our lives. 

Now… maybe you believe that God desires not only an intimate relationship with us… but that He also desires open communication between us as well.  

· And yet, for one reason or another, if you were to be really honest, you’re not really listening for God’s voice in your life any more. 

· I think a lot of us find ourselves in that place from time to time… whether it’s rooted in busyness or stress or apathy… whatever… you find that you’ve just become a bit “hard of hearing.”

· 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 that 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 the idea of your “hearing” from God seems a little presumptuous to you.
· 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 even 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 to 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 inability to hear. 

· I mean all of us from time to time can be spiritually hard of hearing, right?

· But understand that our confidence for hearing God’s voice should 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 needs to be 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 or our ability to hear… but His great faithfulness and desire to speak.

Let me share with you a story of a young boy who experienced this for himself…

· A young boy who grew… not only in his desire to hear from God… but also in his willingness to respond to whatever it was God was saying to 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.” 
· Anything God said, Samuel did. Any time God said, “Go,” Samuel went. Any time God said, “Speak,” Samuel spoke. 

· But that required not only a responsive, submitted heart… but the will and desire to listen… “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 the beginning point is always that place where we simply 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… then, guys… go for it! Don’t let a single word fall to the ground. 

· If it’s to encourage somebody, to share your faith, to share a word, to do an act of kindness, to confront in love, do it. 

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

So here’s how it can play out in our lives this week—how we can 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, which always seems to be 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.  

· Now, maybe that sounds a bit “over-the-top.” But, remember that what we’re trying to cultivate here is more of a conversation relationship with Jesus through our day-to-day lives.

So, if you read the newspaper tomorrow, then read it 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 get distracted, and you will… when you forget, and you will… here’s a real important rule you need to follow:  Don’t worry about it!

· You see, with every passing moment or experience, we’re given another chance. 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 Spirit-guided and empowered way of life by accident. 

· You need to decide that cultivating this kind of conversational relationship with Jesus is something you’re after in your life right now.  

· 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.” 
· To say tomorrow and the next day, all week long, my prayer is going to be, "Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening." 

Just remember… that along with that desire are a lot of competing voices out there.  That’s why it’s so important to slow down from time to time during the day. 

· This is important, guys… so, let me drive the point home with a short demonstration. I’ll need a couple of volunteers. (thanks to J.Ortberg)
· Person 1:  You’re going to represent the typical Vineyard attendee.

· Person 2:  You’re going to be the Holy Spirit… and what I’m going to have you do is pretty simple. I’m gonna have you share something with Person 1.

· Now, Person 1… you’re job is to simply listen.  

But to bring this into the real world a bit, we’re going to need to include some of those voices into the mix.

· So, we’re going to divide you all up into six groups…

·  “Anxiety” group is going to repeat, “I’m so worried, I’m so worried.”
·  “Frustration” group:  Repeat "Not good enough!" in an angry voice.

·  “Discontented” group will repeat, "Money. Money. Money. Money."
·  “Burdened” group will repeat, “Oh, those gas prices!”
·  “Exhausted” group will say, “Somebody help me; Somebody help me.”
·  “Distracted” group will repeat, “What about this? What about that?”
And so, when I give the signal, in just a moment, you’ll all need to start repeating your lines. 
· And after they start, I’d like to have you, Person 1, repeat the line, “I’m a busy man!”

· And then, Holy Spirit, you're going to read that message, and we're going to see how it goes. Everybody got what they're supposed to say? Ok… Start!!

· So… how'd it go? Person 1, can you tell us what the Holy Spirit was saying to you? Did quite get it, huh?

Ok, then let’s do this one more time… but now I want everybody here to be absolutely still. Person 1… you just need to be quiet… and listen real carefully.

· Now, Person 2 (Holy Spirit), get ready to start: “I want you to know two things. The first is that you are deeply loved by the Father. You just don’t realize how special you are to Him.  Truth is, there isn’t a moment of any given day when the Father isn’t thinking loving thoughts about you. The second is that I have something for you to do. Your friend, Dave, is hurting and tempted. I'd like you to go see him and give him some encouraging words. Don’t worry if you’re unsure about what you should say… I will help you.  I love you… and I’m so proud of you.”
· Did you hear what the Spirit said that time? [send helpers back to their seats]
Now, getting from that first scenario to the second can be a challenge at time.  It starts with a desire to hear from God… 

· And then requires that you slow down and quiet down enough to hear what He has to say. 

· You know, one time… when God wanted to speak to Elijah… he had Elijah climb up a mountain.  

· So, he climbs the mountain… but finds the place filled with all kinds of noise… the least of which was the wind, which was so fierce that it was shaking the very ground he was on. 

And yet, when God spoke, He spoke in a still, small voice. And usually, that's what the Holy Spirit does. 

· You see, we can’t control all of the messages and voices coming at us from the world around us… but even in the midst of the noise, we can learn to be still.

· This is important, because if we wait till everything within and without is perfectly calm and peaceful… 

· If we wait until there’s no pressure or expectations or deadlines… Then, the truth is, we’ll rarely be in a place of hearing God’s voice. 
And so, to help bring us to that place of hearing God amidst all the noise of life, I want to briefly share six “pre-requisites” that should be in place as we purpose to hear God’s voice in our day-to-day lives.

1.  We need to know God as Living God.

· In Psalm 115 David writes, “Not to us, O Lord, not to us… but to Your name be the glory.” 

· Then he begins to contrast God… the Living God… with the gods worshipped by other peoples.  
· He writes, “They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but they cannot see; they have ears, but cannot hear, noses, but they cannot smell; they have hands, but cannot feel, feet, but they cannot walk; nor can they utter a sound.”
· Jeremiah 10:10 says, “But the LORD is the true God; he is the living God, the eternal King.”  

You see, our God is living and actively participating in our day-to-day lives. And… He loves you more than you could ever imagine.
· We can imagine God speaking to that other person who you might view as a spiritual heavy weight… but not you!
· And yet, we misunderstand God’s grace if we think that He only speaks to the spiritual superstars out there.  
· He loves you… He wants to be with you… He wants to speak with you.
2.  We need to know God as a Loving God.  

· In John 15, Jesus says that we need to not only abide in Him… but that we need to also abide in His love.

· God wants you to know that His love for you is a fact… that there is nothing you can do or stop doing that will make Him love or accept you any more than He does now.

· Jeremiah 31:33 says, “I will be their God and they will be My people.”  You see, God loves being your God… He loves being your Father.  

· A few chapter later, He says, “I have loved you with an everlasting love.”

3. We need to be yielded to the Lord.  

· In 1st Thessalonians 5, Paul tells us to “pray continually”.  How in the world can we pray continually?  

· What Paul is saying here isn’t so much that we need to be speaking continually to God, but rather, we need to keep a direct line open between God and ourselves.

· You know, one of the problems with our being so formal with our prayers is that we tend to open our prayers with something along the lines of, “Dear Lord…” and we conclude our prayers with, “in Jesus’ name”.
· Of course, there’s nothing wrong with that.  Except that our communication with God shouldn’t look like emails back and forth… He writes, then you write.  

But rather, we need to walk in intimate relationship with God throughout the day… with the lines of communication always open.

· So, when I speak of being yielded to the Lord… I’m talking about God having access to you throughout the day… so, when He chooses to speak to you… you are postured to hear.

· So, let me ask you… Is your communication style with God more like a series of emails shooting up to heaven… or like an open line where not only you can speak, but where God can speak as well?

· Remember... its not enough just to ask God to speak... you need to be yielded to the Lord so that you’re postured to hear His response.  

4.  We need to be willing to obey His will

· I said earlier that the heart of hearing God’s voice is a conviction that God is not only willing to speak… but that we really can learn to hear and recognize His voice.

· That includes making room for God to speak… and being willing to respond to whatever He might say in obedience.

God speaks to those who are listening… and to those whom He knows will act on what He says.  (see Psalm 25 re the kind of person God speaks to… especially humility.)
· One of the greatest models of this in the New Testament is Mary.  This godly young woman receives an angelic visitation regarding how she would give birth to the Messiah.

· Knowing the implications of this… knowing what she would be accused of, she still responds, saying, “I am a servant of the Lord… I will do whatever He wants me to do.”
Are you willing to do whatever He wants? Does your lifestyle reflect that?  Does the giving of your time and money reflect that?

· Is there anything in your life that God has called you to that you are not submitting to Him?

· If not... just remember that God is the God of “do-overs”.  We just confess, receive His forgiveness… and remain open.

5. We need to be honest and real with God.  When we come to God, we need to come to Him the way we really are at the moment.

· Don’t come to God with some kind of religiousy prayer or formula prayer that is disconnected from how you are really feeling… 

· He wants to hear from you… the real you!  Remember that prayer is a dialogue between a real God… and a REAL you!

· Talk to Him about what’s going on in your life… invite Him into your circumstances… dialogue with Him about what’s on your heart and mind.

6. We need to live godly lives.

· What does it mean to be a godly person?  A godly person is someone whose life & identity are centered on God. You see…

· Being a godly person isn’t about our own ability to live without sin and struggles... 

· rather, a godly man or woman is someone who gives God access to their heart.

Believe me… if you look through Scripture at the people God spoke to… they weren’t very perfect!  

· For God… the issue comes down to your heart… does He have your heart?  In spite of your “issues”… is your life and identity centered on God?

· As much as you may struggle in terms of practice, is the desire of your heart, above all else, to worship Jesus in your life?

And so, along with your desire to really hear God’s voice… if you’re purposing in your heart to see these six areas reflected more in your life… however imperfectly… 

· Than with all of my heart, I believe that you really will cultivate more of a conversational relationship with God.
· So guys, I'm asking you to focus on listening this week… it’s your homework for the week…

· And it begins with the words, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening." 

· It’s God’s heart for us.  Jesus said in John 10:27, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them and they follow me.” 
· Will you purpose to listen to the Shepherd’s voice this week?
Guys… I can’t give you any more encouragement in your desire to hear God’s voice in your life than this… 

· That God speaks loud enough for even someone like you and me to be able to hear… 

· Because He is more desirous of revealing His will & heart to you… than you are in hearing His will and heart.

· 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.
Through God’s voice, we really can know Him better.  And as we learn to hear His voice and obey the things He calls us to, we’ll find Him speaking more and more. 

· And as this supernatural dialogue between ourselves & God becomes more and more natural, we’ll find ourselves walking in step with the Holy Spirit more than we ever had before.

· That’s my heart for you… for myself… and for the church.  That we be a place where the Spirit is our comforter… our empowerer… our encourager… our teacher… and, our guide.

There are so many voices that speak into our minds and hearts each and every day.  Can you imagine a life where God’s voice becomes louder than all the others?

· Don’t you want that? I sure do.  So, let’s begin this journey together… where together, we would learn to more regular hear and be guided by God in our day-to-day lives.

You see, one thing you must do is decide. You need to decide that cultivating this kind of conversational relationship with Jesus is something you’re after in your life right now.  

· Would you take hold of Samuel’s words this week and make them your own… “Speak Lord, your servant is listening!” 

· Would you purpose to live out David’s words in Psalm 16:8, “I have set the Lord always before me.” 
· Would you decide today to wake up tomorrow… ready to begin this journey together… 

· The journey of hearing God’s voice as we walk in step with the Spirit through our every-day-lives?

--------------------------------------------------

Ministry Time:

I want to ask that you just be very still for a moment, and you not think about leaving or what you're going to do next or where you’re having lunch. Just simply be present and still before God as Conrad begins to play in the background. 

“God… that’s the life I want for myself… to hear Your voice above all the other voices in my life. So… speak, Lord, for your servant is listening." 

HOLY SPIRIT:

“I want you to know two things. The first is that you are deeply loved by the Father. You just don’t realize how special you are to Him.  Truth is, there isn’t a moment of any given day when the Father isn’t thinking loving thoughts about you. 

The second is that I have something for you to do. Your friend, Dave, is hurting and tempted. I'd like you to go see him and give him some encouraging words. Don’t worry if you’re unsure about what you should say… I will help you.  

I love you… and I’m so proud of you! In every way, you are My treasured possession.”
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