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The Joy of Hearing From God

June 29th, 2003

Last week, Ed shared a message with us focusing on the ministry of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  He focused his thoughts on what happens in the life of the believer when the Spirit comes in power.

· I just want to say that I really appreciated what he shared.  I hope that what he had to say created a renewed expectation of the Spirit’s work in your lives… and in the life of the church.

· If you weren’t here, you can sign up for a tape in the foyer.

· Rather than stepping back into our series on Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, I felt the Lord moving me to share something else with you this morning related to what Ed was saying.

Three years ago, when God called Joyce and I to plant this church, there were two things in our heart that we knew would have to characterize the kind of church we’d want to start.

· We purposed to plant a church whose passion was to glorify Him… 

· And a church in which the Holy Spirit is the leader.

· Because of that, the two questions I’ve probably asked myself more than any others when looking at where we are as a church is, “Is Jesus being glorified through this church?”  and “am I allowing the Holy Spirit to direct our actions and lead our church in all that we do?”

· In other words, are we being led by His voice?

At the very least, I know that in order for me… for us… to be hear God’s voice, two things need to be in place…

· First, we need to be convinced that God really does speak to people in order to give guidance, direction, and encouragement.

· To deny this simple truth you would need to tear out half the pages of your Bible… since it is full of wonderful examples of God sharing with His people

· And once we’re sure that God is able and willing to communicate with us in personal and corporate ways, we then need to make the effort to learn to hear and recognize His voice.

· That includes making room for God to speak to us… and being committed to do the things He is calling us to do when He does speak.

I want you to know that the things I want for this church are the very same things I want in my life.  With all my heart, I want the Lord to be glorified through my life… and to live a life where the Spirit has the steering wheel of my life in His hands rather than the other way around.

· Last month I interrupted our Ephesians study again… because I felt the words of Philippians 3:10 pressing in my heart… where Paul says, “I want to know Him”.

· That’s my heart… and I know, even if you are struggling to live that out, it is your heart as well… to know Him more.

· Whatever accomplishments my life may produce… truthfully, they don’t add up to much at all if He isn’t glorified and if He wasn’t the One behind it all.

· To be honest, some of what I’m sharing this morning comes out of God’s loving conviction this week… which showed me that I was doing too much in my own strength.

· Those words cause me to spend a whole lot of time with my face on the floor… crying out to Him for help in reprioritizing all the things in my life again.

· And yet, you can only do this to the degree that you understand what really is most important in your life.

One of the songs that has gripped me over the past year or so was written by a young Vineyard songwriter from the UK, Vicky Beeching.  In the song, Above All Else, she writes,

Jesus… My passion in life is to know You.  May all other goals bow down to

This journey of loving You more.  Jesus… You’ve showered Your goodness on me

Given Your gifts so freely, But there’s one thing I’m longing for…

Hear my heart’s cry, and my prayer for this life…

Above all else, above all else, above all else…Give me Yourself.  (Vicky Beechem)
The words in that song are what I want to prioritize the rest of my life around… that above all else… my passion is life… is to know Him more.

· And how do we know Him more?  That’s sort of a loaded question… a question that can take us in all different directions.

· But the two principle ways we come to know God more and more intimately is 1. Through His Word  (Jesus said, in John 15 that His Word must abide in us. I’ll share more about that next week)

· And, 2. Through His Voice.

· What I’d like to do this morning is to look more deeply at how we can hear God’s voice in our lives.

· PRAYER

For so many people, the idea of hearing God’s voice is not too unlike a professional wrestling match… where you need to wrestle God to squeeze even a few words out of Him.

· But the truth is so far from that!  God loves to speak to His children. 

· 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!’”

· God’s heart for us is to walk in fellowship and intimacy with us… must the way Adam and Eve once had… in open communication with Him each and every day.

Believe me, at times I can really be spiritually hard of hearing… but understand that my confidence for hearing God’s voice isn’t based on my phenomenal ability to hear, or my no-so-perfect walk with God.  

· Rather… it is based on God’s incredible willingness and desire to speak.
· I hope you can wrap yourself around that truth.

· You see, 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.  

· It’s not so much about our ability to hear… but His great desire to speak into our lives! 

· And yet, for us to hear God in our everyday lives, we need to make sure several things are in place in terms of where we are at in our relationship with Him.

· I’d like to share six “pre-requisites” to more regularly hearing God’s voice in your life.

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.”  Our God is living and actively participating in our day to day lives.
Our God sees the broken marriages around us… He hears your cries… He feels what you are going through.
· In John 14:9, Jesus says that anyone who has seen Him has seen the Father.  If you want to know what the Father is like… look at Jesus.  
· He laughed… He cried… He felt compassion… He not only listened… but He spoke back!
· Sometimes we believe it in our heads… but at times, not with our hearts… and we question… “will He really hear me?”
· If that’s you… know that our God is Living… and that 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.
· 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… 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 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 you any more than He does now.

· There is nothing you can do or stop doing that will make Him 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.  

· Later in Jeremiah, 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 ourselves and God.

· 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, etc.  But rather, you 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.

· 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?

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 able and willing to speak… and that we learn to hear and recognize His voice.

· That effort, as I said, 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 Ps 25 for a picture of the kind of person God speaks to… especially humility.)
· I’ve tried to live my life in such a way that the lines of communication between God and I are open… and yet, there have certainly been times when I didn’t listen to Him.

· Just remember, God is the God of “do-overs”.  We just confess, receive His forgiveness… and remain open.

One of the greatest models of this in the New Testament is Mary.  This godly young woman receives an angelic visitation.

· How would she respond?  If Joseph and her community weren’t going to stone her… they would, at the very least, severely ostracize her

· Instead, she says, “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?

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 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!

· Often times, when I come before God, I begin by pouring my heart out to Him… I let him know everything I’m feeling.  Then I try and wait… listening to what He may want to say.

6. We need to be living godly lives.

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

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

· John Wimber certainly was not a perfect person… but he had such a huge heart for God… wanting everything God had for Him.

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

· Is the desire of your heart, above all else, to worship Jesus in your life?

We need to know God as Living God.

We need to know God as Loving God.

We need to be yielded to the Lord.  

We need to be willing to obey His will.

We need to be honest and real with God. 

We need to be living godly lives. 

As those six things begin to be reflected more and more in your life, you’ll find that you’re so much more apt to hear God’s voice in your life.

· Just remember that our prayers need to be a dialogue… not a monologue.  I know I mentioned this earlier… but it is so important.

· Sometimes we get frustrated that we never hear God’s voice… even when those six things are in place.  But often that’s because our prayers are all talk.

· “Craig… your talking so much… you’re not giving me a chance to respond.  Listen!  I’ve got an answer for you!”

I’ll try to listen… but the way my mind is hard-wired, after 3-5 minutes I’m already thinking about what I’m going to have for lunch!

· So, then I’ll drive down to the little duck pond… and, like I shared a few weeks ago, I’ll sit down and begin sharing with the Lord… 

· Lord, thank You for Your love… thank you for this beautiful place… for the beautiful birds… eeegh… there’s so much bird stuff everywhere… I hate that… 

· So often our prayers go ADD like that.  We want to engage in a dialogue… but as soon as we’re done… we slip into “lost in space” mode.

· So, what I do when I can’t seem to focus is to bring my journal with me… and I’ll write out my prayers.  At least for me… doing that not only keeps my thoughts focused but helps me wait on God as well.

Either way… take walks with God.  Don’t just share your thoughts and heart with Him… but asked Him, “what do You want to talk about, God?”  Then… shut up for a while.  

· If you’re journaling, write that question on the top of a page… and just wait a bit.

· Just remember, He doesn’t have to speak… I’m not sharing here a formula that forces God to speak.  Rather, I’m sharing principles that will allow us to better hear God’s voice when He wants to speak.

· Anyway… I’ll try and be quiet for a while… if I don’t have a sense of His saying anything… I’ll just start worshiping Him for a bit.

· Sometimes, I’ll just get a strong sense about something… “This neighborhood, Lord?  You want me to pray for this neighborhood?”  “Yes.”  “Ok.”  And so, I’ll pray.

· Another day… “Joyce?”  You want me to pray for Joyce?  Yes… but I want you to do more than that… I want you to be a better listener to her.”  “Ok, Lord.  Would you help me do that, Lord?”

There may be a time when I’m at Barnes and Noble and I’ll just start thinking about one of you.  I might not have been praying, but because my line was open, God was able to speak to me.

· “Bill? Is that me, Lord?  Or do you want me to pray for Bill?  Is there something I need to do for Bill?”

· “I just want him to know that I’m using him right now… he doesn’t know it and I want him to.”

· Then… you just sort of get quiet and wait a little bit more.  Again, if you have your journal, write down what you feel God is saying.

· I wish I could say that I’m always walking with that line open between God and myself.  I want to so much.  Sometimes my eyes get so completely fixed on myself that I wouldn’t notice if a bomb exploded next to me.  But I’m growing… and I want us all to grow in this together.

· As I said, hearing God’s voice is so integral to our walking in intimacy with God… it is so integral to the Holy Spirit being in control of our lives and our church.

Now, I know that when I speak about hearing God’s voice, a natural question is, “how do I know it’s God?”

· That’s a good question to ask.  You remember in Acts 16, Paul and Silas were traveling through the area of Galatia because the Spirit had told them not to go east into Asia at that time.

· READ Acts 16:6-10.  How did Paul know that it was the Holy Spirit restraining them… and not Satan, for example?  How did Paul know that vision was from God?

· I think the answer is simple.  

· Paul knew God and he knew what God sounded like.  Its what Jesus said in John 10… “My sheep know My voice.”

· Like my relationship with Joyce, over the years, I’ve gotten to know her pretty well!  I know what makes her tick… what makes her laugh, what gets her upset.

· All she has to do is look a certain way and I know whether or not I’m in trouble!

· When Joyce calls me, I know its her after the first letter passes her lips… because I’ve come to know her voice.

The more you spend time in His Word… and the more you ask God to speak and keep those lines of communication open… the more accustomed to His voice you will be.

· There is definitely a learning curve.  Sometimes we do have it wrong.  That’s why, if we feel we’ve received a word for another person, we should always avoid using language such as, “thus saith the Lord!”

· Rather, you can say something like, “Bill, I think God was asking me to encourage you… because while I was in Barnes and Noble, I felt Him saying that although you may not realize it, He is using you.”

· Sometimes we’ll doubt whether it was God because things didn’t work out all that well.

· In Paul’s case, after all that leading of the Holy Spirit, wouldn’t you expect that when Paul eventually arrived in Macedonia, things would go great?

· Well, before he even got there, he and Silas was stripped and beaten with rods and then thrown into prison.

Generally speaking, there are two tests that all words from God have to meet. 

· The first is this.  Does that word say anything that is contrary to what the Bible says?  The Bible is the inerrant, authoritative Word of God.  Nothing God would ever say to us would ever contradict the Bible.  

· Secondly, the word will often line up with common sense and reality.  In other words, if I had a dream about my ministering to thousands through interpretive dance, I would seriously question the validity of that word!

· That’s not to say that God doesn’t call us to do things that are unusual or “out of the box”.  * Story of woman in Tajikistan… gets a word that she’ll be ministering to young people… but, she hates kids and rejects the word.  A year later she has a ministry to orphan girls and has several living with her!

· Story of UK Vineyard pastor who feels God is telling him that the girl playing guitar in the subway will be his worship leader.

· So, when the word is a bit strange, the leadership in the church should be able to confirm it with you.  We can make a real mess of our lives and the lives of others when we follow after a word, which no one you can respect is able to confirm.

Listen, sometimes we don’t get it right… that’s ok.  Sometimes I don’t get it right when you communicate with me… and your standing right in front of me! 

· Do you realize that the very best baseball players in the world finish their careers with a 300-400 batting average?  That means that through their careers, they have hit on average 3-4 balls out of every 10.  And… that’s enough to get them into the hall of fame!

· So, if the best can miss 6-7 out of 10 balls… we can certainly miss from time to time.

· We will fail… and, in fact, we must be willing to.  

· Just remember, that God is not trying to make this confusing for you.  Most of the time, when you hear God’s voice, the message will be so clear.  

· He will remind you of His love… He’ll give you a verse that will remind you that He knows exactly what you’re going through and that He’s on the case… He’ll show you how to pray for a friend or for the church.

I’ve said it before… that God is the most encouraging person in the universe…. His Word can lift us up like nothing else can.

· Several days ago I spent some time with God… I was overwhelmed by His love and just laid down on the floor and received God’s love.

· 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. 

· He’ll have more and more control in our lives… and subsequently, have more and more control in the life of the church.

· Again… that’s my heart… for you… for myself… and for the church.  That we be a place where the Spirit is the leader.

Amen.

Our God not only hears our prayers… but He talks back!

· Not just to the so-called perfect, pious Christians… but to you and me!
· He loves you… and wants to have an active part in your life… which His sharing with you what is on His heart!

