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  Introduction


  Learning to hear from God and be led by the Holy Spirit is very exciting. God wants to speak to us about the plan He has for our lives. His plan is a good plan, but we are in danger of missing it if we don’t learn how to listen to and obey God’s voice.


  We talk to our children all the time—why wouldn’t our heavenly Father talk to His children? We would not expect our children to know what we wanted them to do if we did not talk to them, so why would God feel any different?


  God wants to speak to us about the good plan He has for our lives. He sent His Holy Spirit to dwell in us and be our Counselor and Helper in life as well as other things. John 14:26 says that He will teach us all things and will bring to our remembrance things God has taught us. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Truth; therefore, He will lead us into truth, not error.


  God speaks to us in many ways; they include but are not limited to: His Word, nature, people, circumstances, peace, wisdom, supernatural intervention, dreams, visions, and what we call the inner witness. The inner witness is best described as a “knowing” deep inside. He also speaks in what the Bible calls a still, small voice, which I believe refers to this inner witness.


  God also speaks through our conscience, our desires, and an audible voice. Hearing the audible voice of God is rare for most people and nonexistent for many. I have heard the audible voice of God three or four times in my life. Two of those times were at night when I was awakened by His voice simply calling my name. All I heard was, “Joyce,” but I knew it was God calling me. He did not say what He wanted, but I knew instinctively it had something to do with a ministry call on my life, although clarity did not come in that area for several more years.


  I heard the audible voice of God the day I was filled with the Holy Spirit in February 1976. That morning I cried out to God about how awful my life was, telling Him something was missing in my relationship with Him. I felt I was at the end of my rope, so to speak.


  His voice seemed to fill my entire car, and He simply said, “Joyce, I have been teaching you patience.” Since that was my first time to hear anything of that magnitude, it both thrilled and shocked me. I instinctively knew what He meant. Several months prior to that time I had asked God to teach me patience, not realizing the lesson would include a lengthy period of feeling my life was on hold. The frustration of that feeling peaked that morning in February when I cried out to God in desperation, asking Him to do something and give me whatever it was I was missing.


  When I heard God’s voice, I was suddenly filled with faith that He was going to do something wonderful in my life. Although I did not know what it would be, I spent the day in expectation and thanksgiving. That evening in my car, while returning home from my job, God’s Spirit touched me in a special way and filled me with His presence. That event was the beginning of a new level in my relationship with God. I think it is safe to say that every new level in God is preceded by His speaking to us in some way.


  Ask God to open your ears and sanctify them so you can be sensitive to His voice. He wants to talk to you, to develop a closer relationship with you. It is your privilege and right as a born-again believer in Jesus Christ to fellowship daily with God the Father, Jesus Christ His Son, and the Holy Spirit.


  We should ask God to circumcise our ears so that we are not distracted by fleshly desires that keep us from hearing His still, small voice. We must learn to listen, for it is impossible to hear without listening. We should learn to love solitude and be sure we enjoy it regularly. We don’t hear God very well when our lives are noisy and overly busy. This book will help you learn to create an atmosphere in your life that is conducive to hearing from God.


  The Bible tells us that our steps are ordered by the Lord (see Psalm 37:23), and we can trust Him not to let us lose our way. In this book I will share with you how to overcome some of the hindrances to hearing God speak and how to develop a tender conscience that is tuned to the sound of God’s voice.


  This book will help you enjoy the pleasure of living a Spirit-led life. It will show you how to hear from God and not let Satan, the deceiver, lead you astray.


  
    
      


    

  


  


  PART ONE


  Learning To Listen


  Be careful therefore how you listen. For to him who has [spiritual knowledge] will more be given; and from him who does not have [spiritual knowledge], even what he thinks and guesses and supposes that he has will be taken away.


  JESUS IN LUKE 8:18


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 1


  God Talks To People Every Day


  The world makes it easy for us to fill our ears with all kinds of things that drown out the voice of God and push Him far, far into the background of our lives. However, the day comes for every person when only God remains. Everything else in life eventually passes away; when it does, God will still be there.


  The Word of God teaches that what is known about God is evident to all because He has made Himself known in the inner consciousness of mankind (see Romans 1:19-21). Each person will someday stand before Him and give an account of his or her life (see Romans 14:12). When people don’t want to serve God with their lives, when they want to go their own way, they find ways to hide from and ignore this instinctive inner knowledge of their Creator who wants to talk to them and guide them in the way they should go.


  Nothing can satisfy our longing for God, except communion and fellowship with Him. Isaiah expressed well our own hunger for God when he wrote, “My soul yearns for You [O Lord] in the night, yes, my spirit within me seeks You earnestly” (Isaiah 26:9). The apostle John wrote, “And the world passes away and disappears, and with it the forbidden cravings (the passionate desires, the lust) of it; but he who does the will of God and carries out His purposes in his life abides (remains) forever” (1 John 2:17).


  Hearing from God is vital to enjoying God’s eternal plan for our lives. Listening to God is our decision; no one else can make it for us. God won’t force us to choose His will, but He will do everything He can to encourage us to say yes to His ways.


  God wants to be involved in even the smallest details of our lives. His Word tells us to acknowledge Him in all our ways, and He will direct our paths (see Proverbs 3:6). To acknowledge God is to care what He thinks and to ask for His opinion. Verse 7 of Proverbs 3 says, “Be not wise in your own eyes.” In other words, don’t even think that you can run your life and do a good job without God’s help and direction. It takes most of us far too long to learn this important lesson.


  Even though I sincerely loved Jesus, I went to church for years without knowing that God talks to people. I observed all the religious rules and holidays and went to church every Sunday. I was really doing all that I knew to do at that time, but it wasn’t enough to satisfy my longing for God.


  I could have spent every moment in church or in Bible study, but it wouldn’t have quenched the thirst I had for a deeper fellowship with the Lord. I needed to talk to Him about my past and hear Him talk to me about my future. But nobody taught me that God wanted to talk directly to me. No one offered a solution for the dissatisfied feelings I endured.


  Through reading the Word, I learned that God does want to talk to us and that He has a plan for our lives that will lead us to a place of peace and contentment. It is God’s will for us to attain knowledge of His plan through His divine guidance. It sounds like a pretty foundational point, but I believe there are many people who still question whether God really talks to people. And if He does, they wonder:


  Is God really involved on a day-to-day basis in running our lives?


  Does He really want to be involved in all the little tiny details of our lives?


  Should we only bother God and expect to hear from Him concerning major issues that we can’t handle ourselves?


  The Bible teaches that God has a good plan for all those who will put their faith in Jesus Christ as Lord of their lives. His plan is complete in great detail, and it will lead all who follow Him to an abundant life.


  He has a plan for our lives that will lead us to a place of peace.


  But I am convinced that only a few ever enjoy the fulfillment, of God’s perfect plan for their lives because most people don’t know how to listen to God’s leading and follow Him. Instead, they choose (either willfully or ignorantly) to go their own way. More people could walk in the perfect will of God if they would learn how to hear from Him and follow His instructions.


  Never hesitate to take what you think are small things to God; after all, everything is small to God. Sometimes we act as if we think we will tax God’s ability if we ask Him for too much help. I remember a woman who came to me for prayer. She wanted to know if it would be all right if she asked God for two things; if not, she assured me that she would only ask for one.


  It is vital to know what God’s Word says about His role in your life, because it confirms His divine plan to be intimately involved with all that concerns you. “‘For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. I will be found by you,’ declares the LORD” (Jeremiah 29:11-14 NIV).


  EXPECT HIM TO SPEAK TO YOU


  Jesus told His disciples, “I have still many things to say to you, but you are not able to bear them or to take them upon you or to grasp them now. But when He, the Spirit of Truth (the Truth-giving Spirit) comes, He will guide you into all the Truth (the whole, full Truth)” (John 16:12-13). He also said that the Holy Spirit would continue to teach us all things and bring to our remembrance all that God has said through His Word (see John 14:26).


  When Jesus spoke these words, He was talking to men with whom He had spent the previous three years. They had been with Him day and night, yet He indicated that He had more to teach them. We would think that if Jesus was with us personally for three years, day and night, we would have learned all there is to know. I think that if I had one uninterrupted month with people, I could tell them everything I know. But Jesus said to expect more because He will always have something to say to us about new situations we are facing.


  Jesus always knew what was the right thing to do because He only did what He saw His Father do. As our Lord, we can trust Him to lead us to the right path every day. He is the only begotten Son of God, but we are also adopted sons and daughters of God, and we are to imitate Him in all we do. He became flesh and experienced all of the things we experience, so He understands our needs. He was baptized in the Holy Ghost, just as we are to be baptized in the Holy Ghost (see John 1:32-33). And He was led by the Spirit, just as we can be led by the Spirit, because He ascended to heaven and sent the Holy Spirit to lead and guide us.


  In John 16:13 Jesus continued to explain the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, saying, “For He will not speak His own message [on His own authority]; but He will tell whatever He hears [from the Father; He will give the message that has been given to Him], and He will announce and declare to you the things that are to come [that will happen in the future].”


  He is our Guide, our Teacher of truth, our Counselor, and our Helper.


  The book of John offers an extensive study of God’s promise to intimately guide us. In chapter 6, Jesus said, “It is written in [the book of] the Prophets, And they shall all be taught of God [have Him in person for their Teacher]. Everyone who has listened to and learned from the Father comes to Me” (v. 45).


  God knew we would need help in understanding His plan for us, so He sent the Holy Spirit to dwell on the inside of every Christian. He is our Guide, our Teacher of truth, our


  Counselor, and our Helper. He is also our Comforter, or the parakletos (par-ak’-lay-tos), which is explained in Vine’s Expository Dictionary as one who is “called to one’s side.” 1 The term “was used in a court of justice to denote a legal assistant, counsel for the defense, an advocate... who pleads another’s cause, an intercessor.” 2 The Holy Spirit promises never to leave us or forsake us. We can live the abundant life if we learn to listen to him. Jesus said it was better for us that He went away, because if He didn’t go, the Counselor (the Holy Spirit) would not come to us (see John 16:7). Jesus was confined to a body just as we are and could be only at one place at a time. But the Holy Spirit can be in every single one of us everywhere we go, all the time, individually leading and guiding each one of us. In John 14:15-20 Jesus explained:


  If you [really] love Me, you will keep (obey) My commands. And I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Comforter (Counselor, Helper, Intercessor, Advocate, Strengthener, and Standby), that He may remain with you forever—The Spirit of Truth, Whom the world cannot receive (welcome, take to its heart), because it does not see Him or know and recognize Him. But you know and recognize Him, for He lives with you [constantly] and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans [comfortless, desolate, bereaved, forlorn, helpless]; I will come [back] to you. Just a little while now, and the world will not see Me any more, but you will see Me; because I live, you will live also. At that time [when that day comes] you will know [for yourselves] that I am in My Father, and you [are] in Me, and I [am] in you.


  Jesus said that He Himself would come to us and that we would realize He is in us.


  EXPECT TO HEAR HIM


  Through Christ, and the power of His Holy Spirit, God wants to speak to you on a One-to-one basis, every day. He wants to lead you step by step to the good things He has in store for you. He cares about the tiniest details of your life. He even keeps track of how many hairs you have on your head (see Matthew 10:30). He cares about the desires of your heart. And He wants to reveal truth to you that will set you free from worry and fear.


  His plan to share an intimate relationship with you existed before you were even born. The psalmist said of God, “Your eyes saw my unformed substance, and in Your book all the days [of my life] were written before they took shape, when as yet there was none of them” (Psalm 139:16 emphasis mine).


  In the book of Acts the apostle Paul said of God, “From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from any one of us” (Acts 17:26-27 NIV emphasis mine).


  Doesn’t it stand to reason that, if God knows all of our days and where we are going to live before we are even born, it is important to learn how to hear from Him? Hearing God’s voice is not only exciting, it also keeps us on the right track.


  In Matthew 7:13-14 Jesus spoke of a narrow path that leads to life and a broad path that leads to destruction, and He told us to stay on the narrow one. If we can discern God’s voice, we can know if we are veering off onto the wrong track, and we can make an adjustment before we reap bad results from a bad decision.


  Hearing God’s voice throughout the day has become a natural way of life for me since I received the fullness of the Holy Spirit whom Jesus promised to send us. The Father will give the gift of His Spirit to all who ask for Him (see Luke 11:13), and the Holy Spirit will help us understand the Bible so we will know how to apply its wisdom to our lives (see John 14:26). I want to say again emphatically that each of us can hear from God and be led by the Holy Spirit daily.


  It seems incomprehensible that God could have a plan for every person on earth, but it also brings great peace to know that He can take our chaos and turn it into something meaningful and worthwhile. God’s plan is unveiled through an intimate relationship with Him.


  If you desire to know God in a deeper way, I recommend that you read my book titled Knowing God Intimately. In that book, I share in great detail how you can be as close to God as you want to be.


  GOD OFFERS A LIFETIME PARTNERSHIP


  Psalm 48:14 cheered my heart one day. It says that God will be our guide even unto death! How wonderful to know that we have a guide to get us from one destination in life to the next. Sometimes when my husband, Dave, and I travel, we hire a guide to show us the best and most important sites to see.


  Once, we decided to explore by ourselves; that way we could do what we wanted to and when we wanted to. However, we quickly found that our independent trips were nearly wasted. We often spent a large part of the day getting lost and then trying to find our way again. We have found it to be the best use of our time to follow a guide rather than wandering aimlessly to find places ourselves.


  I believe this example relates to how we are in life. We want to go our own way so we can do what we want to do, when we want to do it, but we end up getting lost and wasting our life. We need the Holy Spirit guiding us through every day of our time on this earth. God is committed to guide us even until we leave this life, so it seems important to learn how to hear what He is telling us.


  We need the Holy Spirit guiding us through every day of our time on this earth.


  One of the many benefits of hearing from God is that He helps us prepare for the future. The Holy Spirit gives the message to us that has been given to Him from the Father. He announces and declares to us things that will happen in the future (see again John 16:13).


  We see many instances in the Bible when God gave people information about the future. Noah was told to prepare for a flood that would come to destroy the people of the earth (see Genesis 6:13-17). Moses was told to go to Pharaoh and ask for the release of the Israelites, but he was also told that Pharaoh would not let them go (see Exodus 7). Obviously, God does not tell us everything that will happen in the future, but the Bible says He will tell us of things to come.


  There are times when I can sense inside my spirit that something good or something challenging is going to happen. Of course, when I sense something challenging is about to happen, I always hope I am wrong and that it is just my imagination. But if I am right then having the knowledge ahead of time acts as a shock absorber in my life. If an automobile with good shock absorbers hits a hole in the road, the absorbers cushion the impact for the passengers so no one gets hurt. God’s giving us information ahead of time works the same way.


  I remember many times when God informed me of things coming in the future. One time in particular was when I felt strongly inside my heart that one of my children was really struggling with something major. When I asked my child about it, I was told that everything was just fine, but by the Spirit I knew something was wrong. Several days later I received some news that was painful and discouraging—but it would have been a lot more difficult had I not had a previous warning.


  First Corinthians 2:5 teaches us not to put our faith in the wisdom of men (human philosophy), but in the power of God. Verse 11 says that no one discerns the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. Since the Holy Spirit knows the secret counsels of God, it is a vital necessity for us to know how to hear what He wants to say to us. The Holy Spirit will help us realize and comprehend and appreciate the gifts of divine favor and blessing that God has bestowed on us. Human wisdom doesn’t teach us this truth; it comes from the Holy Spirit who gives us the mind of Christ (see vv. 12-13).


  The Holy Spirit knows both the mind of God and God’s individual plan for you. His road map for you is not necessarily like anybody else’s, so it doesn’t work to try to pattern your life after someone else or what he or she has heard from God. God has a unique plan for you, and the Holy Spirit knows what it is and will reveal it to you.


  The Spirit of God will lead us, and God Himself will be our Shepherd (see Ezekiel 34:1-16). First John 2:27 teaches that as believers in Jesus Christ we have received an anointing from the Lord that remains in us to teach us about all things, so we don’t need anyone else to teach us.


  God will tell us the way to go, but then we have to do the walking.


  I am not saying that we shouldn’t assemble and study God’s Word together. I will discuss in a later chapter how to know when God is speaking to us through someone else, but it is important to know that we can find out what God is saying to us personally and be led by His Spirit without running to someone else all the time.


  I had been a believer for many years before I learned that God wanted to talk directly to me on a daily basis so I could confidently walk in the fullness of His plan for my life. In those early days of faith, I never knew that I could hear God’s voice and not be deceived. But now I know my Father’s voice, and the voice of a stranger I will not follow (see John 10:4-5).


  The Bible is full of great promises for our individual walk with God. It says, “The steps of a [good] man are directed and established by the Lord when He delights in his way [and He busies Himself with his every step]. Though he falls, he shall not be utterly cast down, for the Lord grasps his hand in support and upholds him” (Psalm 37:23, 24).


  God will tell us the way to go, but then we have to do the walking. A walk with God takes place through one step of obedience at a time. Some people want the entire blueprint for their life before they will make one decision. God does not usually operate that way; He leads us one step at a time.


  By faith, we take the step God has shown us, and then He gives us the next one. At times we may fall down and must get back up; we may stumble, but He always helps us. We continue on by His strength and His grace, knowing that every time we face a fork in the road, God will guide us.


  DON’T MISS OUT


  Recently God told me that when we are unwilling to hear in one area, it may render us unable to hear in other areas. Sometimes we choose to turn a deaf ear to what we know the Lord is clearly saying to us. We only hear what we want to hear; it’s called “selective hearing.” After a while, people think they can’t hear from God anymore but in reality there are lots of things they already know He wants them to respond to, and they haven’t done so. I have learned that the more quickly I do whatever it is the Lord tells me to do, the more quickly He reveals the next step I am to take.


  A woman once shared with me that she asked God to give her direction concerning what He wanted her to do. He clearly put in her heart that He wanted her to forgive her sister for an offense that had happened between them months earlier. Because this woman wasn’t willing to do so, she pulled away from her prayer time. When she did seek the Lord again for something, He always responded, “Forgive your sister first.”


  Over a period of two years, every time she asked the Lord for guidance about something new, He gently reminded her, “I want you to forgive your sister.” Finally, she realized that she would never grow spiritually if she didn’t do the last thing God had told her to do.


  She got on her knees and prayed, “Lord, give me the power to forgive my sister.” Instantly she understood many things from her sibling’s perspective that she hadn’t considered before, and within a short time their relationship was healed and made stronger than it had ever been before.


  If we really want to hear from God, we can’t approach Him with selective hearing, hoping to narrow the topics down to only what we want to hear. People take time to listen for God’s voice when they have issues they want solved. If they have a problem or concerns about their job or need wisdom on how to have more prosperity or how to deal with a child, then they are all ears to hear what God has to say.


  Don’t just go to God and talk to Him when you want or need something; also spend time with Him just listening. He will open up many issues if you will be still before Him and simply listen.


  For many people, listening is an ability that must be developed by practice. I have always been a talker; I never had to try to talk. But I have had to learn to listen on purpose. The Lord says, “Be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10). Our flesh is full of energy and usually wants to be active doing something, so it can be difficult for us to be still.


  As I said, talking has always been easy for me. I told my husband one day that we needed to talk more. It seemed to me that he never wanted to just spend time sitting and talking. He responded by saying, “Joyce, we don’t talk; you talk and I listen.” He was right, and I needed to change if I expected him to want to fellowship with me. I also discovered I was doing the same thing with God; I talked and expected God to listen. I complained that I never heard from God, but the truth is I never listened.


  When you do ask God something, take some time and listen. Even if He does not respond right at that moment, He will in due time. You may be doing some ordinary task when God decides to speak to you, but if you have honored Him by listening as part of your fellowship with Him, He will speak at the right time.


  In the next few chapters, I will share many ways that God chooses to speak to us and guide us. I will share with you important truths I have learned that will keep your “receiver” deceiver free. First and foremost, God speaks to us through His written Word, and every other way that He communicates to us will always agree with the Bible. I will also share ways that we can create an atmosphere to hear from God and thus increase our expectancy to hear His voice.


  Once we begin listening to and hearing from God, it is important to obey whatever we hear Him say to us. Obedience sharpens our fellowship with Him. We might say that practice makes perfect. In other words, we become more and more confident as we gain experience. It takes a lot of practice to get to the point of complete submission to God’s leading. Even knowing that God’s ways are perfect and that if we will submit to His plan, it will always work, we can still feign ignorance when it sounds like a personal sacrifice may be required of us.


  But there is no error in God’s ways.


  When face to face with God’s truth, we should let it set us free to enjoy His best for our lives. I assure you that if you fight with God every time He tells you to do something, it will make you just plain miserable.


  Jesus said, “Follow Me.” He did not say, “You take the lead, and I will follow you.” I have learned that we may as well just do quickly whatever God says, the way He wants it done, because in the long run, if we want to enjoy God’s perfect plan for our lives, we are going to have to follow Him.


  I recently told one of my children, “I will never tell you anything that I don’t believe is for your benefit.” As I thought about it, I realized that God is the same way with us. He will never tell you or me anything that is not for our benefit. As I searched Scripture, I found many references that simply said in different ways, “Do all that I command you, for your good.”


  Jesus said, “Follow Me.” He did not say, “You take the lead, and I will follow you.”


  Perhaps you are like I was and have wasted many years walking your own way without seeking God’s guidance. The good news is that it’s not too late to turn and go in a new direction—toward God’s plan and purpose for your life. It is not too late to learn how to hear from God. You are interested, or you would not be reading this book. If you are sincerely willing to obey God, He will guide you on an exciting journey of learning to hear from Him every day of your life.


  As I said earlier, God has a good plan for our lives. We must follow Him in order to have it manifest. A great exercise to practice listening to God is to ask Him if there is anyone He wants you to encourage or bless—then be still and listen. You will be surprised at how quickly He responds. He will fill your heart with godly thoughts and goals. He will name people who will be blessed by your attention to them, and He may tell you specific things to do to encourage them. He has ideas to present to you that you haven’t even considered. Listen carefully to Him. Then follow the advice given in John 2:5; “Whatever He says to you, do it.”


  Questions For Discussion


  1. Have you experienced a time when “only God remain[ed]”? If so, describe it. What were your emotions? What truths did you hold on to? How and what did God speak to you during this time? Was it worth losing everything to experience God in this way?


  2. How has God encouraged you to say yes to His ways?


  3. Do you believe that God has a good plan to prosper you, a plan to give you hope and a future? If so, how does your life reflect this belief? If not, pray and ask God to help you accept and believe His Word.


  4. Why do you think God tells us some things that will come to pass but not all things? How does this develop hope, patience, and trust?


  5. Describe an instance when you realized you were putting faith in the wisdom of men. How did this differ from the truth of God?


  6. How have you tried to pattern your life after someone else or what someone else has heard from God? Is this an experience from the past or a current situation?


  7. What are the dangers in turning primarily to others to tell us what God is saying? What checks and balances do you have in place for discerning God’s voice?


  8. Is there anything God has spoken to you that you have not yet obeyed? Why are you hesitating? Is there a promise in Scripture you are having difficulty believing?


  9. Who is someone God wants you to encourage? Have you done this?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 2


  Create An Atmosphere To Hear From God


  If we want to be led into victory by the Spirit of God, then we have to be willing to change our lifestyle as God speaks to us. The first change we may encounter is the need to create an atmosphere that is conducive to hearing from God. By atmosphere I mean the climate, environment, or predominant mood that surrounds us. Atmosphere is created by attitudes, and certain attitudes enhance or hinder our relationship with God.


  For example, if we live in a constant state of strife, which is a spiritual problem, we can feel that strife in the atmosphere. If we enter a room where several people are angry and upset, we can feel that dissension even if nobody is saying anything right then. We should work to create and maintain a peaceful atmosphere: “If possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone” (Romans 12:18).


  We can flippantly think that we want to hear from God, but seeking Him with our whole heart is a full-time job.


  To enjoy the fullness of God’s presence, we must consistently maintain an atmosphere conducive to seeking Him, honoring Him, and being faithful and obedient to Him. If we want to hear from God, we must yield our attitudes to the lordship of Jesus Christ and learn to be led of the Spirit in all of our ways.


  KEEP A LISTENING ATTITUDE


  Listening is an important key to hearing! Have you ever met someone who asks questions, but doesn’t listen to the answers? It is hard to talk to people who aren’t listening. I am confident that God doesn’t bother to speak to closed ears. If we are not going to listen to Him, God will find someone with a ready ear, someone who is listening for the sound of His voice.


  Hebrews 5:11 warns us that we will miss learning rich life principles if we don’t have a listening attitude: “Concerning this we have much to say which is hard to explain, since you have become dull in your [spiritual] hearing and sluggish [even slothful in achieving spiritual insight].”


  A listening attitude will keep us from becoming dull in hearing. We shouldn’t have the mentality of only listening for God’s instruction when we desperately need help. Of course we’re ready to hear from Him if we’re in trouble. But God wants to speak to us on a regular basis. We need to have a listening ear all the time.


  I sat down at my computer today and was ready to begin working on this book project when I sensed the Lord saying, “Take a few minutes and just wait on Me.” I waited very briefly, then started to make a phone call. The Lord gently said, “I didn’t tell you to make phone calls; I told you to wait on Me.” Our flesh is so full of energy it is difficult for us to just be still. We need to develop new habits in this all-important area.


  So I waited quietly for a period of time, and the Lord began to talk to me about angels—something I certainly was not expecting. He led me to look up several Scriptures, and I ended up receiving a mini Bible lesson on the power and presence of angels. God has reasons for everything He does, and I believe He wanted me to be more aware of His angels working on my behalf— something I honestly had not thought about for a long, long time.


  You might ask, “Joyce, how do you know for sure God was talking to you, that your mind was not just making it up?” The answer is that I had peace about what I was receiving. It felt right inside me. My spirit confirmed it as being truly from the Lord. We know things about God by the spirit, not necessarily by the head. We take information into our minds, but revelation comes to our spirits through the Holy Spirit.


  There have been other times when I have waited on God and heard a similar voice but intuitively knew it was not God’s. We must know God’s character in order to know what is from Him and what isn’t. As we will see, He is gentle, not harsh, hard, sharp, or pressing (see Matthew 11:28-30). For example, when I began to pick up the phone to make a call, God didn’t become angry and yell at me. His voice was gentle and kind. God understands our nature. He knew I was not purposely being disobedient but that my flesh just wanted to be busy “doing something.”


  Our flesh is so full of energy it is difficult for us to just be still.


  There are many facets of God’s character, and each one of them seems to be more wonderful than the next. He is faithful, true, loving, kind, long-suffering, just, and honest —among many other wonderful attributes. If I thought I heard God tell me to give up on something just because it was difficult for me, I would question whether that message was from Him, because I know His character is to be faithful. His Word says that even when we are faithless, He remains faithful (see 2 Timothy 2:13); therefore, it is unlikely He would tell me to give up quickly.


  If I went shopping and came home with an extra item in my package that I didn’t pay for and thought God was telling me that it was His way of blessing me, I would know the voice was not God’s because He is always honest. He would not keep something He did not pay for, and we should not do so either. I recently purchased two pairs of shoes and the purse that matched one pair. When I returned home I found that the clerk had given me two pairs of shoes and purses to match both pairs, but had only charged me for one purse. It was an effort to return the purse—it actually cost me time and gas money to be honest—but I knew honesty was God’s way.


  The clerk was so impressed that as I was leaving I saw him telling others he could not believe I had returned the purse. People need to see God in action and He wants to work through His children. Don’t let Satan deceive you in this area of hearing from God. Know God, know His character, and you will be able to discern the voices that come to you, whether they are His, yours, or the enemy’s.


  Jesus said that people have ears to hear, but they hear not; and eyes to see, but they see not (see Matthew 13:9-16). He wasn’t talking about our physical ears; He was talking about the spiritual ears we are given when we are born into the kingdom of God. Our spiritual ears are tuned in to God’s voice. We need to have a quiet, expectant attitude to be able to hear Him.


  An example of a listening attitude is what happens in natural circumstance when Dave and I make tentative plans for the weekend. If what we want to do requires good weather, we start listening for the weekend forecast. When we don’t have a desire to go anywhere, we don’t really care about the weather forecast. When we need information, we keep a listening ear tuned for the answers we need. We may not know exactly what time the weather report will be given, so we turn on our radio, hoping to catch the weather broadcast.


  We can get busy doing things around our house, but because we are determined to keep one ear listening for the weather report, we are quick to separate ourselves from what we are doing as soon we hear anything said about the weather. We need to listen for God with this same kind of anticipation, as if we know He is about to give us important information that will influence the plans we are making.


  When people come to the altar for prayer, I have learned not only to listen to them with my physical ears, but also with my spiritual ears. I listen to hear if God is telling me something to pray for them. Many times what people tell me is not the whole story, and they don’t even know it.


  Maintaining a listening ear takes practice.


  God knows the whole story, and that’s why He wants us to train ourselves to have an attitude of listening to Him. Maintaining a listening ear takes practice because it is not something that comes naturally. We need to create an atmosphere of expectancy that says, “I am listening, God. If You don’t like what I am doing, please let me know. I am listening.”


  During our conferences, it is obvious that our worship leaders and musicians are listening to the Lord, because they frequently choose songs that perfectly complement the message God tells me to share. Many times it is impossible to coordinate song selections ahead of time, so I am grateful to work with people who listen to God and are led of His Spirit. When God confirms His message in many people at the same time, it builds faith in us to know that we really do recognize and discern His voice.


  KEEP AN ATTITUDE THAT HONORS GOD


  Another attitude that invites the presence of God into our atmosphere is one that honors Him above all others. We need to have an attitude that says, “God, no matter what anybody else is telling me, no matter what I think myself, no matter what my own plan is, if I clearly hear You say something to me, and I know it’s You, I am going to honor You and what You say above anything else.”


  Sometimes we give more consideration to what people tell us than to what God has said to us. If we pray diligently, hear from God, but then start asking everybody else what they think, we are honoring people’s opinions above the Word of God. This attitude will prevent us from developing a relationship in which we consistently hear from God.


  The Word confirms that we can trust God to instruct us without needing constant reassurance from others: “But as for you, the anointing (the sacred appointment, the unction) which you received from Him abides [permanently] in you; [so] then you have no need that anyone should instruct you. But just as His anointing teaches you concerning everything and is true and is no falsehood, so you must abide in (live in, never depart from) Him [being rooted in Him, knit to Him], just as [His anointing] has taught you [to do]” (1 John 2:27).


  This verse isn’t saying that we don’t need anybody to teach us the Word. Otherwise, God wouldn’t appoint some to teach in the body of Christ. But it does say that if we are in Christ, we have an anointing that abides on the inside of us to guide and direct our lives. We might occasionally ask somebody for their wisdom, but we need not go constantly to other people to ask them about decisions we need to make for our lives.


  When our staff members ask me, “What do you think I ought to do?” I tell them, “You have to hear from God.”


  If we are ever going to develop an ability to hear from God and be led by His Spirit, we have to start making our own decisions and trust the wisdom God has deposited in our own heart.


  God is the only One who can minister life to us.


  The devil wants us to think we are not capable of hearing from God, but the Word says that’s not true. The Holy Spirit dwells inside of us because God wants us to be individually led by His Spirit. We are not living under the old covenant in which we have to run to the priest to find out what we ought to be doing all the time.


  In Jeremiah 17:5-7 the prophet tells us:


  Thus says the Lord: Cursed [with great evil] is the strong man who trusts in and relies on frail man, making weak [human] flesh his arm, and whose mind and heart turn aside from the Lord. For he shall be like a shrub or a person naked and destitute in the desert; and he shall not see any good come, but shall dwell in the parched places in the wilderness, in an uninhabited salt land. [Most] blessed is the man who believes in, trusts in, and relies on the Lord, and whose hope and confidence the Lord is.


  The Lord is clearly saying not to make human flesh our strength. Severe consequences happen to those who trust in the frailty of people. Blessed are those who trust and honor the anointing from God that abides within them. Good things happen if we listen to God. He wants to be our right arm and our strength. God is the only One who can minister life to us.


  Jesus heard clearly from His Father that He needed to go to the cross. In Mark 8:31 Jesus told the disciples that it was necessary for Him to suffer many things, be tested, approved, rejected by the elders and the chief priests and scribes, and be put to death; but, after three days, He would rise again from the dead. Verse 32 says that Peter “took Him by the hand and led Him aside and then [facing Him] began to rebuke Him.”


  But Jesus didn’t consider the direction of frail men, like Peter, and “turning around [His back to Peter] and seeing His disciples, He rebuked Peter, saying, Get behind Me, Satan! For you do not have a mind intent on promoting what God wills, but what pleases men [you are not on God’s side, but that of men]” (v. 33).


  Jesus honored whatever His Father said, no matter what the personal cost to Himself. Sometimes we only listen to God if what He says isn’t going to cost us anything, or if He tells us what we want to hear. Most of the time, if we receive a discomforting word, we act like Peter and say, “Oh no, this can’t be God!” But if we want to have ears that hear God’s voice, we must honor His words above all others.


  KEEP AN ATTITUDE OF FAITH


  When I was called to the ministry, I wanted to tell everybody. When I did so, I was met with a lot of unbelief. But when God speaks a word to us, there is no doubt in our heart what we are supposed to do. We must maintain faith in what God tells us, even when no one else believes it with us.


  Paul had been persecuting Christians and was not a likely person to be called to preach. If I had been one of Paul’s peers, I would have had a hard time believing that he was called. He knew what the reaction to his ministry would be, so he wrote:


  But when He, Who had chosen and set me apart [even] before I was born and had called me by His grace (His undeserved favor and blessing), saw fit and was pleased to reveal (unveil, disclose) His Son within me so that I might proclaim Him among the Gentiles (the non-Jewish world) as the glad tidings (Gospel), immediately I did not confer with flesh and blood [did not consult or counsel with any frail human being or communicate with anyone]. Nor did I [even] go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles. (Galatians 1:15-17)


  Paul said that he kept the news of his calling to himself; he didn’t check it out with “the big guys” who were supposed to always be hearing from God. He knew what God had done with him on that road to Damascus. He knew that he had been changed forever (see Acts 9:3-8). He knew that the Son of God had been unveiled and disclosed on the inside of him. He knew that he could never go back to the life he had lived. He knew that for the rest of his life he would have to preach the gospel and remain faithful to what he had heard Jesus say to him.


  But he also had wisdom to know people would find his calling unbelievable. So he waited on God. He didn’t go running around checking with the other disciples, saying, “Hey guys, I saw a light on the road and fell off my horse and this happened and that happened. What do you all think?” Instead, he went away and retired into Arabia. Afterward he came back to Damascus. Three years later, he did “go up to Jerusalem to become [personally] acquainted with Cephas (Peter), and remained with him for fifteen days” (Galatians 1:18).


  Paul kept God’s Word in his heart and let it grow and manifest on its own. Then he started doing what he was called to do. Soon others recognized that the calling on him must have been from God. Paul finished by saying, “And they glorified God [as the Author and Source of what had taken place] in me” (Galatians 1:24).


  People often say they want confirmation when God speaks to them, citing the biblical rule that we should expect every word to be confirmed by two or three witnesses (see 2 Corinthians 13:1). But that Scripture about two or three witnesses has nothing to do with hearing from God. It was intended for the purpose of correction when an accusation was being brought against a Christian. If a believer was being accused of doing something wrong, accusation was not to be believed unless it was confirmed by two or three other believers.


  Finding two or three witnesses was never used in reference to seeking counsel for God’s direction in the life of an individual Christian. When we hear from God, we do not need to wait for three people to tell us the same thing; we simply need to have an attitude of faith, like Paul, and wait for God to show us the next step.


  Sometimes people want God to confirm their calling with a sign, as Gideon did when he laid out a fleece on the threshing floor (Judges 6:36-40). God honored Gideon’s request, but it wasn’t God’s best. When Thomas was full of doubt, saying he had to see before he believed, Jesus said to him, “‘Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed’” (John 20:29 NIV).


  God will do some special things for us when we are young Christians, but as we mature in our knowledge of God’s leading, He is pleased when we learn to operate in faith.


  Sometimes people open their Bible at random, hoping it opens to a Scripture that is relevant to their situation.


  They are afraid to proceed in faith with what God has told them to do. There were times in the past when God would honor such requests for signs, but that “well” of reassurance will dry up real quickly when it’s time to simply act in faith.


  I had to learn how to be led by my inner man. As the apostle Paul said, “My conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit” (see Romans 9:1). That is the only confirmation that we are required to have when God calls us to do something.


  “‘Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.’”


  I like the way my pastor, Rick Shelton, said he operated. When he thought he heard from God, he would say, “I am not going to move on this until I know for sure that it fits inside.” Everything that is right for our lives has a place on the inside of us, where it is going to settle comfortably.


  God may call us to do something we don’t always like in the flesh, but deep inside it will give us pleasure if it is truly a calling from God. For example, I am not eager to stay in hotel rooms every weekend, because to me they all look alike, but I know what I am called to do. I am excited about preaching, so I don’t think about the parts of my ministry that are less pleasant.


  There is a deep desire on the inside of me that is settled with any inconvenience associated with my calling. I know I have to stay in hotels in order to do what I love to do.


  God may call you into things that you are not be used to doing. You may be scared in the natural, but you will feel that what you are doing fits inside with everything else that God has developed in you. An attitude of faith will keep you moving toward the fulfillment, of your calling.


  KEEP AN ATTITUDE OF PATIENCE


  I need to hear from God every day, and I want to hear from Him about everything. To hear God, we must be willing to wait on wisdom out of a passion for wanting God’s will more than anything else. We will hear from God much more clearly if we are determined not to move in the heat of our fleshly desires or emotions. We will be blessed if we wait and make sure that we have heard from God before we take any steps at all. Then we should do what God is saying to do, even if it hurts, and even if it costs us something.


  Several years ago I started collecting classic movies on video because there wasn’t anything decent to watch on television. As a result of my buying them and people giving them to me over the years, I have a pretty nice video collection. As a matter of fact, my kids tease me sometimes and call my collection the “Joyce-Buster” movies (instead of Blockbuster).


  A magazine arrived at our house listing many good, clean movies. Everything listed was Christian-based, moral entertainment, and it seemed that God had just dropped the opportunity in my lap. I got excited and probably checked fifteen different videos I wanted to order. I then decided to just lay the list aside for a few days. I finally came back to it after I was able to patiently overcome my emotions and use godly wisdom. I ordered only two new movies.


  If I had acted the night my emotions were stirred, I would have ordered too many videos, and it wouldn’t have been God leading me to do it. We need to wait for sound wisdom before we act on an impulse that we think is from God.


  Learn to wait. Emotions that rise and energize us will fall, and emotional energy won’t carry us where we really need to go. We need God’s energy, which is Holy Ghost determination to follow through and do what God has said.


  God has a will and a plan for everyone. Each person needs to find out what it is that God wants him or her to do, then wait on His timing to do it. All of us need to follow Wisdom:


  Blessed (happy, fortunate, to be envied) is the man who listens to me, watching daily at my gates, waiting at the posts of my doors. For whoever finds me [Wisdom] finds life and draws forth and obtains favor from the Lord. But he who misses me or sins against me wrongs and injures himself; all who hate me love and court death. (Proverbs 8:34-36)


  We can miss God by being in a hurry to get what we want. If we don’t wait, especially in important areas, we will bring trouble into our lives. Patience is becoming more finely tuned in my life all the time.


  I am a natural-born confronter. In the past, if I wanted something solved, I confronted the issue and forced a solution. It took me years to learn that sometimes it wasn’t good for me to deal with issues that directly. I learned that I could make matters worse, or get in God’s way and end up having to go through the same situation again because I didn’t wait for God’s timing. Because I was impatient, I didn’t give God a chance to solve things for me.


  I have learned that when I feel anxiety rise in me to handle something, I should let it rest for at least twenty-four hours. It is amazing how we can change our mind if we will just let things settle for a few hours. We can save ourselves so much trouble if we will learn to wait on God.


  KEEP AN ATTITUDE OF OBEDIENCE


  The psalmist David said of God, “Sacrifice and offering You do not desire, nor have You delight in them; You have given me the capacity to hear and obey [Your law, a more valuable service than] burnt offerings and sin offerings [which] You do not require” (Psalm 40:6).


  God delights in the atmosphere of our obedience. Naturally, it doesn’t do God any good to talk to us if we aren’t going to listen and obey.


  For many years, I wanted God to talk to me, but I wanted to pick and choose what to obey. I wanted to do what He said if I thought it was a good idea. If I didn’t like what I was hearing, then I would act like it wasn’t from God. God has given us the capacity both to hear Him and to obey Him. He does not require a higher sacrifice than obedience.


  Some of what God says to you will be exciting. Some things God tells you might not be so thrilling to hear. But that doesn’t mean that what He tells you won’t work out for good if you will just do it His way.


  It is amazing how we can change our mind if we will just let things settle for a few hours.


  If God tells you that you were rude to a person, and He wants you to apologize, it won’t work to answer back, “Well, that person was rude to me too!” If you talk back with excuses, you may have prayed, and even heard, but you haven’t obeyed.


  Instead, go apologize if God tells you to do so. Take yourself through the walk of obedience and say to that person, “I was rude to you, and I’m sorry.” Now you have obeyed. Now God’s anointing can flow through your life, because you are obedient.


  I was moved by a story about a message from a pastor of a very large church who spoke at a pastors conference in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Hundreds of pastors came from all over the nation to hear this man tell what he did to build his church. He told them simply, “I pray, and I obey. I pray, and I obey.”


  One of the ministers who attended this meeting expressed to me his disappointment in the pastor’s message. He said, “I spent all that money and went all that distance to hear this world-renowned leader tell me how his ministry grew to the point it is. For three hours, in various ways, he said the same thing, ‘I pray. I obey. I pray. I obey. I pray. I obey. I pray. I obey.’ I kept thinking, Surely there’s something else.”


  Looking back over nearly three decades of walking with God, I would have to agree that if I put into words the simplest explanation for all the success we have enjoyed, we too have learned to pray, hear from God, and then do what God tells us to do. Over the years I have been seeking God about the call on my life and pressing forward in what I feel He has told me to do. The essence of it all is that I have prayed, and I have obeyed. It has not always been popular with everyone else, but I have prayed, I have obeyed—and it has worked. God’s plan is not hard; we make it hard.


  If you want God’s will for your life, I can tell you the recipe in its simplest form: Pray and obey. God has given you the capacity to do both.


  Pray.


  And obey. Pray.


  And obey. Pray.


  And obey. Pray.


  And obey.


  If you do that, before you know it, you will have stepped right into God’s perfect plan for your life.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. What atmosphere (climate, environment, or predominant mood) is surrounding you? What personal attitudes created this atmosphere?


  2. Describe a time when you heard God’s voice. How did you know it was God’s voice? What confirmed this?


  3. Describe a time when you heard a voice other than God’s. How did you know this was not God’s voice? What confirmed this?


  4. How do you consistently distinguish between God’s voice and other voices?


  5. Are you wavering in remaining steadfast to something God has told you? Why have you lost hope? Are you listening more to other people? What are you to do with what God has spoken to you? Something specific or are you to continue prayerfully seeking God and waiting on Him?


  6. Is there someone in your life God has told you to forgive or ask forgiveness from? If so, have you acted accordingly? If you have not acted obediently, what is keeping you from doing what God has spoken?


  7. Note the aspects important in creating an atmosphere to hear God—listening, honoring, faith, patience, and obedience. What are the areas in which you are strongest? What are the more challenging areas?


  8. In what ways are you currently walking in obedience?


  Are there any ways you are currently walking in disobedience? If so, what or how? Be specific in your answer.


  9. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 3


  God Speaks Through Supernatural Revelation


  Sometimes God transcends the laws of nature and speaks to us through supernatural revelation. There is nothing more supernatural than the Word of God, which is given to us by divine inspiration of the Holy Spirit speaking through His prophets and disciples. The Bible has an answer for every question we might ever have. The Word of God is full of life principles, true stories of God’s mercy toward human behavior, and rich parables filled with important truths for every individual on earth.


  Anyone who wants to hear God’s voice must be a student of the Word. Of all the other ways that God may speak to us, He will never contradict the written Word, which was originally referred to by the Greek word logos. His spoken Word is called the rhema. God specifically brings to our remembrance His logos for every situation. His rhema may not be word for word in the Bible, but the principle will always be supported in the written Word. The Bible confirms whether or not what we are sensing is of God.


  For example, the written Word of God, the logos Word, doesn’t tell us when to buy a new car or what type of car to buy; we may need a spoken or revealed word (a rhema) from God concerning that. Even though the written Word gives no specific instruction on the buying of an automobile, it does say a lot about wisdom. Therefore, if I need a car, and if I believe I am hearing God tell me to buy a certain car, yet the car costs more than I can afford and would mean years of deep debt that would place my family in bondage, I should have enough common sense (wisdom) to know the voice I think I am hearing is not God’s.


  There are many voices that speak to our thoughts, and our own is one of them. I have discovered when I desire something in a strong way, it is easy for me to think God is telling me to get it. For this reason we must always check to see if we have peace and if what we are doing is wise.


  The Bible is written as a personal letter to each of us. God speaks to us, ministers to our needs, and directs us in the way we should go in His written Word. He tells us what we should do and how we should live. Sometimes a Scripture will seem illuminated or made alive in a particular way, and that is when a portion of the logos becomes a specific rhema to us. The Word is made alive as though God just spoke it into our ears.


  There may be times when God speaks something to us that is outside a specific chapter and verse of the Bible, but it will always be in agreement with His Word. For example, the Bible doesn’t tell us where to work, but God will speak to us if we seek Him.


  If we think we can hear clearly from God without spending time in the Word, we are mistaken. Listening for God’s voice without being dedicated to spending time in the Word on a regular basis opens us up to hearing voices that are not from God. Knowing the written Word protects us from deception.


  Trying to hear from God without reading His Word is irresponsible and even dangerous. People who want to be led by the Spirit, but who are too lazy to spend time in the Word or time in prayer, set themselves up for easy deception. There are many evil spirits ready to whisper lies to a listening ear.


  Some people only come to God when they are in trouble and need help. But if they are not used to hearing from God, they will find it difficult to recognize His voice when they really need Him. Even Jesus resisted Satan’s lies by answering, “It is written” (see Luke 4).


  Any idea, or prompting, or thought that comes to us needs to be compared to the Word of God. All vain imaginations are to be cast down and ignored (see 2 Corinthians 10:5), but knowledge of the Word is of vital importance in discerning the voice of God.


  Many people feel they are too busy to read the Word, but if that is true, they are just plain too busy. A surprising number of people who work in ministry use their fulltime service as an excuse for not devoting personal time to reading the Word and fellowshipping with God. They feel their service for Him is spending time with Him. We are all to work as unto the Lord, regardless of whether or not our job is classified as ministry. If we are going to be fit to work for God, we must always spend time with God, reading His Word, and praying to Him. Anyone working in ministry is a sure target of the enemy and needs the protection of the written Word even more than others. The apostle Paul tells us:


  Knowing the written Word protects us from deception.


  For though we walk (live) in the flesh, we are not carrying on our warfare according to the flesh and using mere human weapons. For the weapons of our warfare are not physical [weapons of flesh and blood], but they are mighty before God for the overthrow and destruction of strongholds, [inasmuch as we] refute arguments and theories and reasonings and every proud and lofty thing that sets itself up against the [true] knowledge of God; and we lead every thought and purpose away captive into the obedience of Christ (the Messiah, the Anointed One). (2 Corinthians 10:3-5)


  If we don’t know the Word, we won’t have anything with which to compare the theories and arguments that make war against God’s perfect will for us. The devil can present wild ideas that make sense to us, but just because something seems logical to us doesn’t necessarily mean it is from God. We may hear what we want to hear, but it doesn’t necessarily mean we have heard from God. An idea can feel good to our emotions but fail to give us peace when it isn’t in line with God’s Word.


  Commit time each day just to read the Word. You may enjoy a certain reading plan. I enjoy The Amplified Bible because it explains the meaning of important words. It is also good to read various versions of the Bible for new insight. There are wonderful reference books available to provide background history of the Word and the cultural implications from the time period in which the Scriptures were written. The important thing is just to read. God can bring to life the answers that are hidden in the pages of His written Word for any trial you may face.


  GOD SPEAKS THROUGH WISDOM AND COMMON SENSE


  One of my favorite ways to hear from God is through conventional wisdom and common sense. Wisdom discerns truth in a situation, while common sense provides good judgment in what to do about the truth. I consider wisdom supernatural because it isn’t taught by men, but is a gift from God.


  Many sophisticated and intelligent people still lack wisdom and common sense. The Word says, “If any of you is deficient in wisdom, let him ask of the giving God [Who gives] to everyone liberally and ungrudgingly, without reproaching or faultfinding, and it will be given him” (James 1:5).


  Actually it amazes me how many people seem to think that all their common sense must vanish in order for them to be “spiritual.” Spiritual people don’t float around all day on clouds of glory while seeing angels and hearing disembodied voices. We live in a real world with real issues and need real answers. The answers are found in God’s Word and are revealed to us by His Spirit.


  We do the seeking, and He does the speaking, but He is the Spirit of Wisdom and will not tell us to do things that are unwise. Wisdom and common sense are closely linked. I like to say that wisdom is choosing to do today what we will be satisfied with tomorrow or later on in life.


  When I am shopping, I often seek God for wisdom about my purchases. I don’t pray about everything I buy, but I do try to acknowledge God in all my ways. If I am going to spend any sizable amount of money, I wait on the Lord for a minute to see if I feel peace about it or not.


  Many times we ask God to speak to us and lead us, but if He doesn’t respond with a specific word, we still have to live our daily lives. We make decisions all day long, and He is not going to dictate every little choice we make, but He does give us wisdom to carry us through our day. When we don’t get a rhema from God, we need to use conventional wisdom in the choices we make.


  If God does speak to me, I have learned to do specifically what He says to do. But if God doesn’t speak to me specifically, it doesn’t mean He isn’t leading me. There are some issues about which God already trusts me enough to know what is right or wrong. I don’t have to have a “big word” from God. But I have learned to wait on Him to see if there is a need for Him to intervene in the way I am planning to go.


  For example, if I am pondering, Lord, is it okay for me to buy this? and I don’t hear anything from God, then one of the things I ask myself is, Can I afford it? Obviously, if I can’t afford it, then wisdom says, “Don’t buy it.” The audible voice of God is not needed when wisdom is already shouting the truth.


  If people would listen to wisdom, they would keep themselves out of a lot of trouble. The book of Proverbs is a great source for wisdom. I recommend that you read at least a few verses of Proverbs or Psalms daily. I am not trying to establish rules or regulations, but I simply share what has profited me. Most days, I read something from these two books. Psalms always encourages me and builds me up, and Proverbs tells me how to stay out of trouble.


  God speaks wisdom to us through what I call “sanctified common sense.” A lot of people, even Christians, ignore their common sense and make foolish decisions. An example of not using common sense is when people get a sense that something bad is going to happen to someone else, so they call that person and say, “I have been praying for you, and I sense that something really bad is going to happen to you.” The bottom line is, I don’t believe there is wisdom in telling anyone such things. That kind of news can only bring fear, and God’s Word says to fear not. Common sense tells us that if what we are hearing about someone else is from God, then He has given us that warning so that we will pray for that person’s protection. What good would it do to scare the person with such news?


  If people would listen to wisdom, they would keep themselves out of a lot of trouble.


  I won’t discount that God may lead us to tell someone a specific word for a specific event, but He would not tell us to impress someone with a generalized fear. There is a great difference between the two. Only common sense will help us reason out the possible fruit of our decisions and help us know which way we ought to go. Ask God for sanctified common sense to lead you.


  I greatly appreciate people who use common sense. Sometimes I would rather be around a person who is known for good common sense than someone who is considered to be a spiritual giant.


  GOD SPEAKS THROUGH DREAMS AND VISIONS


  In the Bible there are many accounts of God speaking to people through dreams and visions, but this is one of the least common ways that God speaks to us. We can’t assume that every dream is a godly dream. If we do, we may misinterpret images that will lead us astray.


  I dream a lot, but most of my dreams are not prophetic. I haven’t had many dreams that I feel were spiritual messages, but I have had a few that I know were from God, because either I received an interpretation immediately upon waking up, or it simply would not fade from my memory until God revealed its meaning.


  Here is an example of a spiritual dream I once had. I had left my job at a church in St. Louis to go out on my own. I was really scared to step out into full-time ministry. One night I dreamed this dream:


  I was driving down a road, and I was in a line of traffic. All the other drivers were suddenly pulling off the road and parking on the side of it, or they were slowing down to find a place where they could turn around and go back in the other direction.


  I wondered what was going on ahead of me that was causing all those people to park their cars or turn around and go back the way they had come. I strained to look ahead, and I saw that the highway led to a bridge that was totally submerged in water. Of course, I realized why all the people were afraid to keep going forward.


  I looked at the bridge, then I turned to look back from where I came. Then I looked at the bridge again and turned to look back from where I came.


  The minute I woke up, God spoke to me saying, “Joyce, you’re on a new journey. You’re on a road that will sometimes look a little bit dangerous or unsafe. You are going to be a little unsure.” But He said, “There are always going to be plenty of places in the road where you can park, plenty of places where you can turn around and go back where you came from, but I’m looking for someone who will go all the way through and do what I tell them to do.”


  I knew right then what God was telling me, and I’ve trusted that word many times when I’ve been in struggles or when things have seemed hard. I remembered how God warned me in the beginning that I would be tempted to park myself right where I was or turn myself around because I didn’t know what was ahead for me. Knowing that difficult times would be part of His plan kept me moving ahead through uncertain paths.


  During a certain period of time, God was dealing severely with me about my attitude. He chastised me concerning my actions over a couple of rough, rebellious days. It was obvious God was not going to relent until I humbled myself to His instruction.


  In this time of discouragement, I dreamed of a row of five or six fine-looking model homes on display in a new subdivision. The houses were varied in size, and the particular house I noticed was one of the bigger ones. I watched people enter the house. As they toured the rooms, they saw all kinds of trash left from the construction crew. Bits and pieces of unattractive scraps were everywhere, all over the house, and especially in the one room that everyone entered. As I woke up, I understood immediately the interpretation of that dream.


  The Lord said to me, “We are getting ready to go on television in just a few weeks, and I am getting ready to put you on display; but when the people look into your life, I don’t want them to find trash.”


  That dream comforted me, because it was a positive word from the Lord. Even though it was hard to endure His correction, I understood that He really could not put me on display as He wanted to until I conformed more to His plan.


  On the other hand, I have had literally thousands of dreams that didn’t make any sense at all. Actually, if I tried to make them say something specific, I could get very confused and possibly cause lots of trouble. Dreams are interesting but usually very unstable in giving us direction. As you may have heard, many dreams are “pizza dreams” or “taco dreams”; in other words, they are the result of eating some spicy food before going to bed that prevents us from falling into a deep, restful sleep, so we dream rather unusual things most of the night.


  My daughter recently dreamed that I was the president of the United States and that everyone was angry with me because I was letting people get sick. I was put into prison, but the court agreed to let my daughter go with me so she could take care of me. She loaded up the car with all the things I like so I would be comfortable in prison; she even had the sparkling water of which I drink many bottles each day.


  Dreams are interesting but usually very unstable in giving us direction.


  She saw the guard suddenly go off to do something else, and so she told me to get in the car and make my getaway. I jumped in the car and drove off at high speed while she stood calling after me trying to let me know that I had forgotten my cell phone.


  I actually know people who would try to “interpret” this dream and make something spiritual out of it. The fact is my family teases me about becoming the first woman president; that my daughter is in charge of many of the details of my life, including packing me for trips; and that our entire family are on our cell phones far too much. I really don’t know why we dream so many unique and seemingly mixed-up things. But one thing is for sure, in my opinion, people who try to make too much out of their dreams are asking to be deceived.


  We realize God does speak through dreams. He spoke to Joseph in a dream, and Joseph interpreted dreams for Pharaoh, as well as for Pharaoh’s servants, with whom he was in prison (see Genesis 40 and 41). There are numerous others recorded in the Bible to whom God spoke through dreams. Joel 2:28 states that in the last days the old men shall dream dreams, and the young men shall see visions.


  I have a friend who has many spiritual dreams. I have known her since 1983, and during those years she has shared four dreams she has had about me. Each of them has been amazingly accurate.


  Dreams are certainly one of the valid ways God speaks, but this is also an area in which people can easily get out of balance, simply because so many people worldwide dream almost nightly and they are not all spiritual dreams. Use discernment, wisdom, and balance, and I believe you will have confirmation in your heart if a dream you have is God trying to speak to you or show you something.


  God also speaks to us through visions, which differ from dreams that occur while we are asleep. I have experienced two kinds of visions. One I refer to as an open vision, which happens when my eyes are open, but I see only the spirit realm instead of the room around me.


  God gave me a brief vision that showed me I was to take our ministry north, south, east, and west. I had entered a special time of prayer and fasting. It was the first time I had ever tried to fast with water. I was desperate to hear from God, because I thought He was telling me to leave my job at a church and begin my own ministry. It was a serious decision, so I wanted to be sure I was hearing clearly from Him.


  God doesn’t give us visions just for fun; I believe that God speaks to us in these more spectacular ways during times in our life when we need definite direction. Visions also seem to come to people when they are specifically seeking God.


  Another kind of vision I have experienced more frequently is when I see things in the spirit. There have been occasions when I was looking at someone, but in my spirit I was seeing something concerning that person that my natural eyes did not perceive. Usually when I see something in the spirit realm for someone, I am also given prophetic words to give specific encouragement to him or her.


  Visions are much like dreams; they are definitely used by God, but we must be cautious and test the spirits as the Bible instructs us to do (see 1 John 4:1-3). I do believe there are people who are gifted in visions and dreams more than others.


  I have known a few people who seem to always be seeing something in the spirit realm. They talk about seeing angels the way I see people. I don’t want to assume they don’t see angels simply because my gifts don’t function in that way; neither do I try to make something happen myself just because some people have told me it happens to them. I have learned to leave these things to God. In this book, I choose to speak more about what normally happens to most people, not what may happen to a few.


  I think if we exalt what happens to a few, it makes all of those who don’t have similar experiences think they are lacking in some way—that they are spiritually dwarfed or that they simply don’t know how to hear from God. I know people to whom Jesus has appeared several times, even sitting on the side of their bed and carrying on a conversation for a lengthy time; but that has never happened to me.


  When I was less secure in my own spiritual gifting, I compared myself with those people, wondering, What is wrong with me? I have since learned that I am a unique individual, with a unique, individual calling. I have received gifts from God accordingly, and they are all for His purpose and in His plan.


  I am content and satisfied, and I strongly encourage you to adopt the same attitude. After all, “A man can receive nothing [he can claim nothing, he can take unto himself nothing] except as it has been granted to him from heaven. [A man must be content to receive the gift which is given him from heaven; there is no other source]” (John 3:27).


  GOD SPEAKS THROUGH PROPHECY


  Sometimes the Lord speaks prophetically through other people to reveal His will for our lives. A prophecy inspired by God will strengthen, encourage, and comfort the one who receives it (see 1 Corinthians 14:3).


  There is a difference between a person who has a gift of prophecy and someone who is appointed to the office of prophet in the body of Christ. A prophet has a stronger word for the church at large than someone who is operating in the gift of prophecy to simply strengthen and encourage individual believers. The Word encourages us to welcome divinely inspired prophecy:


  I am a unique individual, with a unique, individual calling.


  Earnestly desire and cultivate the spiritual endowments (gifts), especially that you may prophesy (interpret the divine will and purpose in inspired preaching and teaching)... the one who prophesies [who interprets the divine will and purpose in inspired preaching and teaching] speaks to men for their up-building and constructive spiritual progress and encouragement and consolation. he who prophesies [interpreting the divine will and purpose and teaching with inspiration] edifies and improves the church and promotes growth [in Christian wisdom, piety, holiness, and happiness]. (1 Corinthians 14:1,3,4)


  Prophecy must be in line with the Word of God, and a personal word of prophecy should confirm something that’s already in your heart. It’s nice when that happens, because you know that person didn’t know anything about what God was saying to you. But if somebody tells you to go to the mission field, or to Bible college, don’t quit your job and go unless you know that God has spoken to your heart this same word. I’ve seen people get into horrendous messes by trying to run their lives based on what other people have told them was a “prophetic message from God.”


  If the prophecy doesn’t bear agreement in your heart, don’t worry about it. There are a lot of well-meaning people who think they are hearing from God for others, but they’re not. If someone prophesies something to you that is not already in your heart, then I suggest you write down the words that are spoken over you and just wait for the Lord to reveal to you whether or not the words are from Him.


  Many times, people come to me and share their disturbing concern that they are trying to do something because somebody has prophesied to them that they should do it. Many times they aren’t getting a breakthrough, so they are confused. It grieves me when I see people working to make a prophecy come to pass, because we are not to run our lives by those kinds of things.


  If a word is truly from God, He will make it happen in His own time. Lay aside the prophecy and just wait to see if God brings it to pass. He will speak to you in other ways to confirm it, if it is really from Him.


  Opposition is one of the greatest signs that their message was truly from God.


  I know of situations in which five to ten years have passed before something happened to prove that a prophecy was truly from God. So even when we have clear direction from God, we need to let Him fulfill His promises without trying to manipulate their manifestation. When a promise does come to pass, the Holy Ghost will call our remembrance back to that word we received years before to let us know we are indeed walking in God’s perfect plan.


  If a good word has been spoken over you from other prayerful and godly believers, then opposition is one of the greatest signs that their message was truly from God. Refer back to the spoken or written message when the devil tells you that you are not called or that you are never going to do what is in your heart to do or that you are never going to prosper or that you are never going to get a breakthrough in your situation. Your weapon against his attacks will be the words that have been prophesied to you.


  Remember, what has been said through the gift of prophecy will help you remain steadfast in faith when the devil wages war against your calling. If the prophecy is truly from God, the devil will eventually show up to discourage you from believing the truth, and you will be able to stand firm in faith because you know what the Lord has said about you.


  While waiting for God to move, you should follow the instruction given to Timothy by the apostle Paul:


  Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching. Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you. Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress. Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers. (1 Timothy 4:13-16 NIV)


  We are not to specifically seek a certain way for God to speak to us. There are times when I tell the Lord that I would like for Him to give me a word, but I don’t ask Him to send it in a certain way. I am not devastated or disappointed when someone who is anointed with a prophetic gift doesn’t have a word for me. I trust that if God wants to speak to me a certain way, He will do it.


  Of all the prayer requests that we get in our office, the largest percentage is from people who have problems and don’t know what to do. They want to hear from God. They need to make a decision, so they ask for prayer to know what to do. Indecision makes us feel uncomfortable, but our confusion is magnified when we start running to other people asking them what we ought to do.


  I find it interesting that I can preach the Word for an entire weekend, and yet invariably somebody will come to me after the meeting and say, “I believe that God said you’ve got a word for me.”


  I am perplexed, thinking, Well what do you think I’ve had for you the last three days? Now, I will show them the courtesy of praying to see if God speaks to me on their behalf, but most of the time people just want to be led around by what somebody else has to say. It’s sad that there are so many insecure people in the world who believe they can’t hear from God themselves. They spend


  all of their life trying to hear from God through other people.


  If you get out of balance by always asking others what you should do, it will hinder your ability to hear from God yourself. Besides, most people don’t even know what they are doing, so they are not qualified to tell you what you ought to do. I don’t mean that statement to be insulting, but most people have enough issues in their own lives that they are trying to sort out without taking responsibility for your life too.


  There are times when people ask me what I think God would have them do in a situation. If I know what the Word says about their particular situation, I share it with them. Or if I have some discernment about their situation, I share it. But many times I feel pressured when people want me to make their decisions for them. It helps me know that it is not my job to hear from God for other people. My job is to teach people how to hear from God themselves, not to hear for them! The Holy Spirit can lead us all individually.


  Some time ago we had a couple who had worked for us for more than twelve years, had become dissatisfied with their positions, and were feeling God wanted them to do something else; however, they had no idea what it was. They felt their season with our ministry was at an end and that they had lost their grace to do their jobs. They did not want to work for us any longer, but they did not want to be without jobs either. They came to Dave and me and said, “We believe God will show you what we are supposed to do.”


  Some people delight in telling other people what to do with their lives, but I am not one of them. I don’t particularly like taking that kind of responsibility. I feel I have enough to do trying to run my own life and ministry and hear from God for myself. In addition, people need to have assurance and confidence that they have heard from God, not other people. If they don’t, they will become unsure and even confused during testing seasons, which almost always come sooner or later.


  We shared with that couple what we felt were several points of just plain wisdom, but we could not tell them definitely either to stay or to go. It was an important decision, one that needed to be made by them, especially since it would affect their income and destiny.


  We have to let God initiate prophecy into our lives.


  God is a jealous God, and He doesn’t approve if we are always putting people ahead of Him by running to them to ask what we ought to do. I believe that we should find out what God says about our situation in His Word, explore His wisdom, and let our decision establish itself through peace in our heart. Then, if we feel we need to, we can go occasionally to someone we trust to prayerfully seek God’s will on our behalf just to double check that what we want to do is right. I will share in a later chapter how God sometimes uses the counsel of others, but even then we must seek balance in this area. The advice of people should be in line with God’s Word and tested against our inner witness of God’s truth.


  We have to let God initiate prophecy into our lives, or else we will never know if it’s something we provoked on our own. If we ask people if they have a word from the Lord for us, they may speak something out of their flesh just because they don’t know what else to do.


  We need to trust God to speak to our heart. In the many years I have walked with God, I have never yet asked anyone if they had a prophecy for me. If somebody has a word for us, God will work that out supernaturally without us seeking it. We don’t have to search or ask, “Do you have a word for me?” I prophesy occasionally, but I tell people not to run their lives by personal prophecy.


  A man named Fred attended one of our marriage seminars. Fred shared with us that he was being mistreated at his job and was underpaid. He was demeaned and made fun of even though he had given years of faithful service to his employer. It was obvious he was not being treated right.


  The Spirit of the Lord came upon me, and I prophesied to Fred that he was going to have a job where he would have respect, where people would come to him for advice, and where he would make good money. Then his situation got a whole lot worse before God’s word to him proved to be true. But it did get better. It didn’t happen quickly, but a true word from God will always happen. Prophecy is meant to encourage us with God’s promise to us while we wait for Him to work it out in our lives.


  I admit I’m no different from anybody else in that I like to get a refreshing word that is truly from the Lord. It is wonderful to hear God speak to us specifically through someone who couldn’t possibly know our needs.


  Prophecy is a tremendous gift from God, but we must not become dependent on a word of prophecy. It’s more important to get direction from the Word of God.


  The more mature we are in the Lord, the more we will hear from God on our own without the supernatural intervention of a prophetic message from someone else. As you learn how to hear from God yourself, you may find that you will receive fewer words from others than you did in the beginning of your walk with the Lord.


  When God called me into the ministry, I received many prophetic utterances from people. But there have been times in my ministry that I have gone for years without a single prophetic word spoken to me. It is a great gift when it is given to us, but we must not wait for a word or let our lives be run by something someone has spoken to us. We are to diligently read and study the Word, preach, and teach the good news. As we do that, God will work His plan through us and for us.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. Have you felt the Lord speak something to you? Are you allowing Him to fulfill His word, or are you yourself attempting to make it come to pass?


  2. Why is being in the Word so important? How does it protect us from deception? What are you doing now to ensure you are drinking deeply of the Word? Do you have a plan?


  3. How can you determine if what someone spoke over you is true or not?


  4. Do you hold a prejudice against prophetic words? If so, try to explain or analyze why you feel this way.


  5. Do you find yourself given to seeking out others’ prophetic words for your own situation? If so, are you intimidated about seeking an answer from the Lord yourself? Why?


  6. What are the ways—outlined in this chapter—that the Lord speaks to us? Have you experienced God speaking to you in these ways? Describe.


  7. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 4


  God Speaks Through Natural Things


  In God’s compassion for mankind, He did not hide the truth of His existence from anyone. The Word says that God reveals Himself to all people:


  For that which is known about God is evident to them and made plain in their inner consciousness, because God [Himself] has shown it to them. For ever since the creation of the world His invisible nature and attributes, that is, His eternal power and divinity, have been made intelligible and clearly discernible in and through the things that have been made (His handiworks). So [men] are without excuse [altogether without any defense or justification]. (Romans 1:19-20)


  People who now claim to be atheists will one day stand defenseless before the Lord, because God speaks to everyone through His handiworks. Even people living outside the will of God perceive right from wrong and the reality of God, because nature itself testifies of God’s power and divine plan. Psalm 19:1-4 says:


  The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows and proclaims His handiwork. Day after day pours forth speech, night after night shows forth knowledge. There is no speech nor spoken word [from the stars]; their voice is not heard. Yet their voice [in evidence] goes out through all the earth, their sayings to the end of the world. Of the heavens has God made a tent for the sun.


  I encourage you to take time to look at what God has created. The main thing God says to us through nature is that He is. Period. It is an important revelation because the Bible says that before we can get anywhere with God, we must first believe He is: “Without faith it is impossible to please and be satisfactory to Him. For whoever would come near to God must [necessarily] believe that God exists and that He is the rewarder of those who earnestly and diligently seek Him [out]” (Hebrews 11:6).


  God has given every person a measure of faith to believe in Him (see Romans 12:3). The very first words of the Bible are our first lesson of faith, “In the beginning God...” Many people acknowledge that God exists, but they have not learned to relate to Him on a day-to-day level when they face struggles or difficulties. By grace, God tries to reach us every day, and He places reminders of Himself everywhere. He leaves clues of Himself all around us, clues that bellow out clearly, “I am here. You don’t have to live in fear, you don’t have to worry, I am here.”


  Jesus said to consider the lilies of the field (see Matthew 6:28) and the ravens of the air (see Luke 12:24).


  Meditating on how God adorns the fields and provides for the birds can remind us that He cares even more for us. A nice walk outdoors is a great opportunity to take a short vacation from the pressures of daily living and look at the trees, the birds, the flowers, and the children playing.


  How can anyone look at a baby and doubt the existence of God?


  When we consider how some trees look totally dead in the winter and yet come back to life each spring, it reminds us that God will bring our lives back into full bloom even if we feel our circumstances are hopeless. We can look at a tree and think, Last winter it looked barren, but now it flourishes.


  When I need a break from my work, I enjoy just looking at a tree and watching it blow in the wind. I have noticed dead pine needles clinging to the branches, but then a strong wind blows away the dried needles and makes room for the new buds ready to grow and thrive. It reminds me of how the wind of the Spirit is faithful to blow away things that aren’t needed in our lives anymore, and how we can trust God to protect all that needs to remain.


  Every morning the sun comes up, and every evening it goes down. The stars come out in the sky, and the universe remains in order as a reminder that God is watching over us. He keeps the planets in orbit, and He can keep our lives in order too.


  By grace, God tries to reach us every day.


  The ocean is so amazingly massive, and yet the mighty roaring waves stop at a certain place because God has commanded them to go no farther (see Proverbs 8:29). Think of all the different animals and how God has given each one of them a way to protect themselves. There are some that change color to match their environment when danger is near, and others that spew forth poison against their attacker.


  In the book of Job God asked Job, “Where is the way where light dwells? And as for darkness, where is its abode?” (see Job 38:19). The point is that we do not know everything there is to know about God; we have not seen where the wind, rain, or lightning is stored (v. 22). It seems that any reasoning person could be assured of God’s existence by simply being in and seeing nature, and yet there are those who persist in unbelief.


  GOD SPEAKS THROUGH OUR NATURAL ABILITIES


  We wonder, What am I to do with my life? What is my purpose here? Does God have a calling on my life? God answers these questions through our natural gifts and abilities. He leads us to our purpose through the natural skills and unique talents He bestows upon us.


  God-given gifts are the skills a person easily performs without formal training. Many great artists know just how to put shapes and colors together, and so they enjoy designing buildings or sculpting beautiful and useful items. Many songwriters just write down the music they hear in their head. Some people are great at organizing, while others are natural counselors, helping people sort out their lives and their relationships. We derive great pleasure from doing what we are naturally good at doing.


  If you aren’t sure of your purpose, just do what you are good at doing, and then watch God confirm you by blessing your endeavors. Don’t spend your life trying to do what you are not gifted to do. I tried to grow a garden and can tomatoes and sew my husband’s clothes. I wasn’t at all good at any of these things, and I even despised trying! It was obvious that God wasn’t calling me to grow and preserve vegetables or to sew. But what if no one enjoyed gardening or canning or making clothes? God keeps our world in balance by giving each of us natural talent and pleasure in doing what needs to be done for the good of everyone around us.


  God speaks of this division of gifts several places in His Word. Genesis 4:20-22 mentions that Jabal was the father of those who raised cattle and purchased possessions. His brother Jubal was the father of all the musicians who played the lyre and pipe. His half-brother Tubal-cain forged instruments made of bronze and iron. When Solomon built the temple, God empowered skilled craftsmen to do the work (see 2 Chronicles 2).


  Then again, in the New Testament church, God makes it clear that He calls us to work together as one body in Christ. He appoints some to be apostles, some prophets, and some teachers. Some people are given the faith to be workers of miracles, some have gifts of healing, some are gifted to help others, some have gifts of administration, and the Word says that some are speakers in different tongues (see 1 Corinthians 12:28).


  I tried to be like other women I admired, but I didn’t understand at the time that they were gifted to do what they did. If we work at doing what we hate to do, we won’t be good at it, and we won’t glorify God with our lives. God came to give us an abundant life, not a miserable one (see John 10:10).


  God wants us to enjoy life. How can we enjoy spending time doing something that we hate to do? There are wonderful tests available to help us discover which jobs we might enjoy. There are tests to help us understand how we process information and make decisions unique to our personalities. And there are tests that measure our spiritual gifts.


  When people work at jobs they aren’t gifted to do, they quickly become unhappy, and they make everyone around them unhappy too. Even in raising our children, we need to see what they are good at and give them household chores in line with their gifts. It is senseless to make everyone conform, because we are not alike. God needs each of us in our place. He needs every one of us to function to our fullness, without wasting time competing with someone with different gifts and talents.


  When teams of employees are in their right places with everyone in his or her niche, operations run like a finely tuned machine. If we do what we are good at doing, we will enjoy it, because we will sense God’s anointing on our efforts and achievements.


  God speaks to us through this inner anointing. We know we are operating in our gifts and calling when what we do ministers life to others. If what we do makes us miserable and fills us with a sense of dread, it’s possible we are not in God’s perfect will. God gives us peace and joy to let us know we are fulfilling His perfect plan.


  You can be called to do something that feels difficult to your flesh, but if you can get beyond your initial doubts and find that you have peace once you are doing it, then you will know that God is confirming your natural talents.


  It is senseless to make everyone conform, because we are not alike.


  A woman I will refer to as Sharon (though that’s not her real name) worked as our housekeeper a long time ago, but she didn’t feel that her work was important. She wanted to do something else, so she begged God to lead her elsewhere. When Sharon left us, she tried several other jobs, but nothing ever gave her a sense of fulfillment.. She finally started keeping house for somebody else and discovered that it was easy for her to do the work and to find people who needed her. She came full circle and worked for us again doing exactly what she had done years earlier. The difference was that this time she was happy—and peaceful.


  People who are anointed to the “helps” ministries often struggle with the feeling that their work is not important. Satan deceives them to keep them from fulfilling their purpose. God’s ideas are never achieved without help from the entire body working together toward His common goal. The devil hates our anointing and our unity when we use our gifts to supplement one another’s calling.


  It is important to hear from God and find out where you are called to bloom. Then get where you are supposed to be—get planted, rooted, and grounded—so you can bear fruit. We don’t have enough years left on this earth to be miserable working at the wrong assignments. Sometimes we become tired of doing what we are anointed to do. But we find that we become miserable when we try to do something we are not called to do.


  God will speak to you through your own gifts and talents. Make sure that what you are doing ministers life to you and not death. Watch for the evidence of grace on your life. If grace is not present, you will struggle through works of the flesh that are not ordained of God. I know I’m into works if I’m pushing and pushing to get something done and becoming resentful of the process. When there is no desire or energy from the Holy Spirit, and I dread the task, I know that God is telling me there is something wrong with my plan.


  When we were working hard to get on television, I became so tired I cried, but I still loved the process. Sometimes I am so tired after our seminars that I just weep before the Lord. But then I get built up again and feel a burning desire to get to the next conference. I have to have grace on me to do that. God won’t give us the grace to do something He hasn’t called us to do.


  I encourage you to look at what you enjoy, what you’re good at, what God is giving you grace to do—and then let God be God in your life. He wants to flow through you in many different ways, but it may not be the same way He flows through others. Trust His ability in and through you, and don’t be afraid to be unique.


  GOD SPEAKS THROUGH PEOPLE


  As I have mentioned, we should be maturing in our faith to the point that we don’t run to somebody else every time we need to know what to do in a certain situation. I am not implying that it’s wrong to go to people whom we feel are wiser than we are to ask them for a word of counsel or advice. But I do believe it is wrong, and insulting to God, to go to people too often. Having someone give us advice is not necessarily a problem; the problem comes when we seek man rather than God. God is a jealous God (see James 4:5 and Deuteronomy 4:24), and He wants us to ask for His advice.


  King David asked, “Where does my help come from? My help comes from the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth” (Psalm 121:1-2 NIV). It is important to clearly establish in our hearts that we will seek God first, as


  David did. God wants to guide each one of us—not just full-time preachers, but every individual who puts their trust in Him.


  I encourage you to seek balance in this area and to wean yourself from seeking other people’s opinions, if you have a consistent habit of doing so. Discipline yourself to go to God first, but understand that He may use the counsel of other believers to clarify things for you or to give you assurance that you are truly hearing from Him.


  People who will never ask for or take advice usually have a big problem with pride. People can give us a word of advice that confirms what we already feel in our own spirit. The best policy is to seek God and let Him choose how and through whom He wants to speak to us. In Numbers 22:20-28 we see that God chose to speak to the prophet Balaam through his donkey. If we won’t, or for some reason cannot, hear God ourselves, He uses many natural sources to reach us—including man.


  There certainly are times when God uses people to speak “a word in due season” to one of His children (see Proverbs 15:23). If He chooses to speak through someone else, which He frequently does, we should humbly receive from anyone God chooses to use.


  Where there is no counsel, purposes are frustrated, but with many counselors they are accomplished. A man has joy in making an apt answer, and a word spoken at the right moment—how good it is! (Proverbs 15:22-23)


  These Scriptures tell us that a right word spoken at the right time is a good thing.


  Our ministry founded and provides oversight to a church in the inner city of St. Louis. I hired a new secretary, and she began attending that church. After about two years, I sensed that she might want to go to church somewhere else but felt it might offend me if she did so since the church she would be leaving was an outreach of Joyce Meyer Ministries.


  Seek God and let Him choose how and through whom He wants to speak.


  I waited for a few weeks before saying anything to her because I wanted to be sure I was hearing from God. I have discovered that if what I am sensing is from God, it stays with me over a period of time. Sure enough, the feeling did not go away, so I approached her one day and said, “I don’t know if you’re happy at the city church or not, but I realize it might not be meeting your needs as a single woman. I just wanted to say that if you ever want to go somewhere else it will not offend me.”


  She looked at me in amazement and said, “Joyce, this is so good. I have been feeling like God wanted me to go somewhere else, but I really wanted to be sure I was hearing from God. This is great confirmation that what I have been feeling is correct.”


  As I have said, it is not wrong to go to other people. It can even be very beneficial. But mainly we should lean on God; if He chooses to speak to us through someone else, that is His choice. As in the case of my secretary, she was seeking God, not me. God chose to speak to her through me.


  God was offering an answer, but I didn’t like receiving it through a messenger.


  Here is another example from my own life. When everything is right in my life, I sense a liberty when I preach. I also sense when there is great opposition against my message, because I feel a loss of freedom. At those times I know to pray and depend on God to move on my behalf.


  There was a time that I knew something wasn’t right, but I couldn’t discern what was bothering me. It went on long enough that it affected my preaching more than once. Every week that I went to hold a certain meeting in St. Louis, I felt like it was the biggest mess I ever had. Each time we left the meeting I would comment to Dave, “Oh, that was terrible.”


  He’d ask, “What do you mean? That was a great message.”


  Something was bothering me, and God was gracious enough to keep it from showing through my preaching, but I was uncomfortable. After more than three weeks of concern, I thought, That’s it. I’m staying up tonight until I find out what’s going on in my life. I can’t go on like this anymore. It seemed to bother me particularly when I was preaching. I stayed up late that night to seek God, but I couldn’t get any direction from Him.


  Then I learned that God sometimes speaks to us through other people. When I got up the next morning, Dave said, “I think I know what your problem is.”


  I thought, Oh great! God won’t tell me what my problem is, but He’s going to tell Dave what my problem is. So right away I had a poor attitude, thinking, Oh sure, Dave is going to tell me what my problem is when he has problems himself. He doesn’t need to tell me what my problems are.


  Perhaps you can relate to the apprehension I felt knowing that Dave was going to tell me what was wrong with me. I had cried out to God, “Lord, show me what’s wrong!” God was offering an answer, but I didn’t like receiving it through a messenger. All I could think was, Well, who do you think you are, trying to tell me what’s wrong? We beg to hear from God, and yet it can make us mad if someone hears on our behalf. But sometimes that is the way God speaks.


  So I said, “What do you think is wrong with me?”


  He answered, “The other night when we were talking about so and so...” We had listened to a preacher, and I had commented that I felt he took too many directions in his message without bringing his main points to a close. I like to organize my thoughts and finish up loose ends when I preach. I really didn’t say that much about him, but in my heart I was comparing his style with my own. I had simply said that he was kind of scattered in his preaching, and that it was hard to follow and understand.


  Dave had agreed with me. Now he was saying, “I feel God told me you’re having problems because of what you said about that preacher.”


  I resented being told by Dave that God had told him I had done something wrong, when Dave had fully agreed with me. Of course my first response was, “Yeah, well you said the same thing!”


  Dave said, “Look, I’m not trying to start anything with you. All I’m telling you is what I believe God showed me. I wasn’t asking God to show me what’s wrong with you.


  God just showed me.”


  Dave is a matter-of-fact sort of person. You can take what he says or leave it, and it won’t make any difference to him. He’s kind of like God when it comes to truth, saying, “Here it is; do what you want to with it.”


  It took me a few hours, but I finally laid it before God and I asked, “Is that really why I am having these problems?”


  Once my heart was opened to the truth, God showed me James 3:1, which says that those who are called to be teachers of the Word will be judged with greater severity than others. The chapter deals with the fact that teachers will be judged for sins of the mouth. As a teacher, I can’t have a mixture of blessing and cursing coming out of my mouth (see v. 10). I can’t preach the gospel and expect the anointing to be upon it if I gossip about somebody between services. If I judge the style of another preacher,


  I am judging God’s anointing on him, and that will always affect my own preaching.


  God taught me this lesson in a way I would never forget. If we take our God-given talent for granted by criticizing someone who is doing the same thing, our critical, judgmental eye will turn back upon ourselves until we remember that what we do well is only by the grace of God.


  Judging others brings condemnation and judgment on ourselves, because in judging that person we are saying, “I’m great at this, but you have a problem.” God lifted what I call the “holy ease” from what I did until I learned this lesson. God worked me over until I finally fasted and submitted to a state of repentance.


  When I understood what I had done, I wept and cried out to God, because I knew He had worked greatly in my life. God spoke to me through Dave. He was also speaking to me through inner discomfort, which I will discuss in a later chapter. But the point I am making here is that we need to be open to messages God may send through people who love us and are praying for us. God wants us to keep humble hearts and be ready to hear from Him whichever way He chooses to speak.


  GOD SPEAKS TO US OUT OF OUR OWN MOUTHS


  Proverbs 16:1 says, “The plans of the mind and orderly thinking belong to man, but from the Lord comes the [wise] answer of the tongue.” Many times God speaks to me out of my own mouth. I learned this when I was in a situation where I didn’t know what to do. My own thoughts left me confused. God gave us rationalization to sort things out, but we can get weary from meditating on something if we’re not on track with His wisdom. I wasn’t getting anywhere with my circumstance until I took a walk with a friend.


  I was facing a major decision that needed a godly answer, but I couldn’t seem to find God’s leading. My friend and I discussed a certain issue for about an hour as we walked together, enjoying the fresh air and each other’s company. That’s when I learned that sometimes wisdom comes out of our own mouth as we begin to talk to someone about a situation.


  We talked about the situation and discussed several different possible solutions and their potential outcome. We talked about how good it might be if we handled the situation one way and how bad it might be if we handled it another way. Suddenly one particular answer settled in my heart.


  What I decided I needed to do wasn’t something I naturally wanted to do. A stubborn mindset is a great enemy of peace. Some of my struggle was because I wanted to convince God my situation should be dealt with differently from the way He was leading me. His voice was difficult to discern because my mind was already set against His plan.


  We have to be willing to lay aside our own desires or we may miss a clear word from God. Our natural inclination is to manipulate things to work the way we want them to work. Some of our best childhood toys taught us that square pegs won’t fit into round holes, and we must remember our plans don’t always fit God’s ways—no matter how violent we may become trying to make the two work together.


  While my friend and I reasoned together, a wise answer came out of my mouth that I knew was from the Lord. It didn’t come from my mind, but it rose from my inner being. God promises that if we seek Him, He will fill our mouth (see Psalm 81:10). Jesus promises to give us words and wisdom that none of our adversaries will be able to resist or contradict (see Luke 21:15).


  I have learned not to discount anything, because God can and does speak through a variety of ways—and not all of them are something we would consider to be particularly spiritual. I have heard God speak to me through children and adults who had no idea that what they were saying was a direct word from the Lord for me.


  We have to be willing to lay aside our own desires.


  GOD SPEAKS TO US THROUGH CORRECTION


  When we need correction—and there are times when we all need it—I believe it is the Lord’s first desire to correct us Himself. Whom the Lord loves, He chastens (see Hebrews 12:6). God’s correction or chastisement is not a bad thing; it is always and ultimately only for our good. The fact that it works toward our good does not mean it always feels good or that it is something we enjoy immediately:


  For the time being no discipline brings joy, but seems grievous and painful; but afterwards it yields a peaceable fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it [a harvest of fruit which consists in righteousness—in conformity to God’s will in purpose, thought, and action, resulting in right living and right standing with God]. (Hebrews 12:11)


  In the example about the preacher whom I had judged, God used Dave to bring a word of correction to me as well as a word of revelation. I needed revelation to know why I felt so miserable, but to be honest, I was not expecting a correction about my behavior.


  Correction is probably one of the most difficult things for most of us to receive, especially when it comes through another person. Even if we have problems, we don’t want others to know we have them. I believe God prefers to correct us privately, but if we won’t accept His correction, or if we don’t know how to allow Him to correct us privately, He will correct us publicly, using whatever source He needs to use. In Balaam’s case, God used his donkey.


  Recently we were ministering in a foreign country, and the food was very unpleasant to us. We were not accustomed to the type of food served or the spices used in its preparation. I was in a restaurant where I was trying to convey to the waiter what I would like to have. He did not speak English very well, and I did not speak his language at all. Several people got involved, each of them trying to help me; but as it turned out, four different people ordered food for me.


  I became frustrated, and my frustration was evident in my attitude and voice tone. I was behaving poorly in front of people who knew I had come to minister, and of course, my example to them was important. I already knew that my behavior was not very good, but the Lord wanted me to “really know.” So when we got back to our room, Dave said, “You really must be careful about how you talk to people in situations like the one at lunch; your example wasn’t very good.”


  Although I knew he was right, and I also knew God was using him to drive the point home and make sure I fully realized how important it was, my inclination was to say to Dave, “Well, I’ve seen you do the same thing.” Had I done that, I would not have received the word, and God would have just tried to reach me another way—possibly one that would have been even more embarrassing or painful.


  Often our first impulse upon being corrected by someone is to find fault with him or her. Satan tempts us to do this so we will divert the conversation away from the real issue. Being corrected by God through people in authority, such as the government, employers, parents, and teachers, is something each of us will encounter throughout life. We may not always like the source God chooses to use, but it is wisdom to accept correction in order to avoid “going around the mountain one more time” (see Deuteronomy 2:3).


  Many think that hearing from God will always be supremely spiritual, but we can see from these examples that God uses natural things to reveal Himself to us as well as spiritual ones. Begin listening and watching for God to speak or show Himself strongly everywhere (see 2 Chronicles 16:9). You just never know when—or how—He may show up!


  Questions For Discussion


  1. How does nature testify to the reality of God? Give some personal examples.


  2. What parts of creation do you most enjoy? What parts of creation most speak to you of the wonder and existence of God?


  3. Do you know your calling in life? If not, what do you enjoying doing? What are your natural abilities and desires? Do you find that you derive pleasure from these things? Could this be your calling?


  4. If you know your calling, has it been confirmed? How so?


  5. Do you find yourself seeking man’s opinion over God’s opinion? How will you go about disciplining yourself to seek God first and foremost?


  6. Have you ever experienced a situation where you felt the Lord speak something to you, and then it was confirmed by someone else? If so, describe. How did this help you?


  7. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 5


  God Speaks Through Internal Peace


  When God speaks, He gives us a deep sense of internal peace to confirm that the message is truly from Him. Even if He speaks to chastise us, the companion of truth leaves a calming sense of comfort in our soul. Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you; My [own] peace I now give and bequeath to you. Not as the world gives do I give to you. Do not let your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid” (John 14:27).


  When the deceiver speaks to us, he cannot give peace. When we try to solve things with our own reasoning, we cannot get peace, because “the mind of the flesh [which is sense and reason without the Holy Spirit] is death [death that comprises all the miseries arising from sin, both here and hereafter]. But the mind of the [Holy] Spirit is life and [soul] peace [both now and forever]” (Romans 8:6).


  Lay your decision on the scale with peace; don’t proceed if peace cannot hold its weight against the guidance you have heard. You don’t have to explain to others why you don’t have peace about it; sometimes you won’t know why yourself. You can say simply, “It’s not wisdom for me to do this, because I don’t have peace about it.”


  Even when you believe God has spoken to you, you should wait until peace fills your soul to do what He has instructed you to do. In this way you are assured your timing is right—plus peace is true confirmation that you are hearing from God. If you wait for peace, you will be able to be obedient with faith. Seek peace; there’s power in having peace. Once you know that God has instructed you, You must do what you can to keep your peace and not become fearful.


  I run my life by finding peace. If I am shopping, I don’t buy something if I don’t have peace about it. If I get into a conversation and start losing my peace, I become quiet. I have learned that it’s important to keep peace in order to maintain power.


  We should never act without peace. One might say that peace is an “internal confirmation” that action being taken is approved of by God: “And let the peace (soul harmony which comes) from Christ rule (act as umpire continually) in your hearts [deciding and settling with finality all questions that arise in your minds, in that peaceful state] to which as [members of Christ’s] one body you were also called [to live]. And be thankful (appreciative), [giving praise to God always]” (Colossians 3:15).


  God leads us by peace. The Bible says that peace is like an umpire that decides what is “safe” or what is “out.” No peace? It’s “out”! We are to let the inner harmony in our minds and souls rule and act as an umpire continually in our hearts, deciding and settling with finality all questions that arise in our minds. We are called to live in a peaceful state as members of one body in Christ.


  We must learn to obey our own sense of right and wrong and resist doing things our inner conscience is uncomfortable doing. God gives or takes peace from our conscience to let us know whether we are on track.


  We shouldn’t look for unrealistic methods of communication from God. The majority of Christians never have a face-to-face encounter with Jesus as Paul did on his way to Damascus. Even Paul didn’t always experience the heavens opening up, angels appearing, or trumpets blasting every time God spoke to him. We can be led of the Spirit through internal peace every day of our lives.


  We shouldn’t look for unrealistic methods of communication from God.


  Beware of false peace. When we have a strong desire to do something, it can produce a false peace that actually comes only from our excitement. As time passes, this false peace disappears, and God’s true will emerges for our lives. For this reason we should never move too quickly on important decisions. A little time of waiting is always wise and prudent. The Bible tells us not to be rash in what we say or hasty in the commitments we make (see Ecclesiastes 5:2-5). Here is an example that may help you better understand this point.


  Someone Dave and I love very much was in need, and we wanted to meet that need. Doing so would have provided great joy for the individual with the need. It actually would have provided something this person had desired for a long time. I got excited about meeting this person’s need and went to Dave, who agreed we should help. We proceeded with our plan, but the longer we went on with it, the more I lost my peace. This created a problem because I felt we had made a commitment—we had given our word, and I didn’t want to go to the person and say I had changed my mind. I didn’t mind saying I had made a mistake, but I didn’t want to disappoint the person who by now was very excited.


  A couple more weeks went by, and I just kept praying, “God, if what we are doing is not right, please make the entire thing fall through. Cause something to happen to let us know for sure what we are supposed to do.”


  I became more and more troubled inside and finally went to the individual and said, “Something is wrong with our plan; I have absolutely no peace about it.” To my great relief the person felt the same way. Both of us had lost our peace, and neither one of us wanted to tell the other.


  I highly respect the principle of “following peace.” It has kept me out of trouble many times. Had I waited awhile after getting the “bright idea” to help this person, I am sure I would have sensed the lack of peace; but in my zeal and excitement to be a blessing, I had interpreted what I felt as peace, when in reality it was not. False peace can be dangerous, so be wise in these areas. Don’t make serious decisions and commitments without doing an “inner check” to see if true peace abides within you.


  GOD SPEAKS THROUGH PERSISTENT PROMPTINGS


  The Apostle Paul said his inner conscience was enlightened and prompted by the Holy Spirit bearing witness with him (see Romans 9:1). We can know if we are doing right, because our conscience will sense the evidence of truth. My conscience becomes more sensitive the more I grow in the Lord and the more responsibility He gives to me.


  If I drop a piece of paper in the street and keep walking, my conscience convicts me, so I have learned to quickly turn myself around and pick up whatever I have dropped. It may sound extreme, but God is very involved with my conscience. Being faithful in little things is important to God. According to Song of Solomon 2:15, it is the “little foxes” that spoil the vineyard. When we are willing to be faithful and obedient in little things, then God can trust us to be faithful over much greater things (see Matthew 25:14-23). I also believe being faithful to the small things God requires gives us faith for the greater things because our conscience is entirely clear. Obedience to our inner conscience brings the power of God into our life.


  If we don’t feel right about something like littering, we shouldn’t just go ahead and do it anyway. It doesn’t work to use the excuse that everyone else does what we’re convicted not to do. Many of God’s people are powerless because they continually do things their conscience tells them not to do. When we don’t pay heed to our conscience, we lose our peace. The Word teaches us to be true to our convictions; if we do something we feel uneasy about, we stand condemned because we are not acting from faith (see Romans 14:23).


  Sometimes God even prompts me to pick up somebody else’s trash. I don’t hear the audible voice of the Holy Spirit, but I feel an inner nudge to leave a place better than I found it. The Lord uses my obedience to teach me more about His character. He says to me, “When you make messes, would you like somebody else to clean after you? Everything you do in life is an act of sowing seeds that will return to you. You will reap whatever you sow. If you leave a mess for somebody else, someday someone will leave messes for you.”


  Quite often, Dave and I are led of the Lord to do something for someone who has demonstrated a valid need and a right heart before the Lord. We knew a man who needed a financial blessing. He had worked hard, and we had noticed his faithfulness over a long period of time. But, God had not led us to contribute to him in any specific way.


  Then one day, I suddenly felt a prompting to do something for him. I let it rest and didn’t act on it, but a few days later, I felt an inner prompting to give him a gift of money. Over a period of days, that prompting became stronger and stronger until I finally mentioned it to Dave. We were in agreement that the Lord was leading us to do something extra to help this man with his debt so he could move on in God.


  If God is leading us by an inner prompting, that nudge will become stronger until it is obeyed. The fruit of our obedience will prove the prompting was truly from God.


  If we wait too long to respond to that prompting, God may have to move on to someone else in order to get His will accomplished. Therefore, we see that even in waiting we need balance. Don’t move so fast that you don’t even know if you have peace, and don’t wait so long that God must choose someone else to use.


  GOD SPEAKS THROUGH OUR HEART’S DESIRES


  God speaks to us through the sanctified desires of our heart. I’m not saying that everything on our “want list” is from God, but when we long in our heart for the works of the Spirit to operate in our lives, we know God is leading us in His plan for us. Psalm 37:4 says, “Delight yourself also in the Lord, and He will give you the desires and secret petitions of your heart.” This works two ways: yes, He gives us what we long for, but He also puts a longing in our heart for things He wants us to have.


  We need to ask God to give us sanctified, or holy, desires. The Word says we are to eagerly pursue and seek to acquire love, and earnestly desire and cultivate spiritual endowments (see 1 Corinthians 14:1). We are to yearn for sanctified desires—not carnal desires!


  The desires of the flesh are opposed to the desires of the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are opposed to the godless human nature (see Galatians 5:17). God puts a desire in us for something that will bring His righteousness, peace, and joy to situations in our lives (see Romans 14:17).


  When God leads us to do something, there is growing zeal in us to see it achieved. Thinking about doing it motivates us. It is extremely different from desires of the flesh, because lusting for selfish pleasures leaves us tormented. But the inner drive for God’s desires exhilarates us with enthusiasm.


  Therefore, we see that even in waiting we need balance.


  We also sense a deep peace if the desire we have is truly from God and not merely a fleshly desire. I know God often leads us by desire, and yet I was hesitant to add this section about desires in the book because I do not want people to think that everything they desire is something they should have.


  There are desires of the Spirit, and there are fleshly, carnal desires—right and wrong desires. We can desire something that isn’t necessarily wrong in and of itself, and yet, it may be wrong for us.


  I have asked God on several occasions what He wanted me to do about a specific thing, and He has responded in my heart, “Do what you want to do.” The first time I heard Him say that, I almost rebuked it as being from Satan. I was afraid to believe God would give me that kind of liberty, but I know now that He gives more and more liberty as people grow spiritually into a state of maturity.


  All I needed to do was think of my own children. When they were young and inexperienced, I made all their decisions for them. As they got older and more mature, I let them do more of what they wanted to do. They had been around Dave and me for a long time and were beginning to know our heart. Now all four of our children are grown, and most of the time they do what they want to do and rarely ever offend us because they know our heart and act accordingly.


  After we walk with God for a number of years, we get to know His heart, His character, and His ways. If we are committed to following them, He can give us a greater liberty because we start acting as though we are “one with Him.” Our spirit becomes filled with His Spirit, and our desires begin to merge with His. In John 10:30 Jesus said, “I and the Father are One.” In John 8:28, He said, “I do nothing of Myself (of My own accord or on My own authority), but I say [exactly] what My Father has taught me.”


  In 1 Chronicles 17:2 we see that Nathan the prophet told King David to do all that was in his heart, for God was with him. At the time he said this, David was making preparations to build a tabernacle for God to dwell in. In verse 4 the prophet delivered a direct word from God saying that David was not to build the tabernacle, because God had assigned that task to another.


  The thing that has always interested me about this particular situation is that it appears that the “normal” method of operation between David and God was for David to do what was in his heart, and God would be with him. Then obviously in this situation we see that God had another plan, and so He interrupted David’s plan to build a house for Him. He even told David later that it was good that he had it in his heart, but that it was not His will for him to build it. He had chosen David’s son Solomon to do it.


  When I was learning how to hear from God and desiring with all my heart to be led by the Spirit, these verses really helped me to realize that we can move about with some degree of freedom following our sanctified desires, as long as we are ready to immediately go in another direction if God shows us we need to do so. It is not wrong to have a plan and follow it... if we are willing to give up our plan when God does not approve of it.


  In John 15:7 Jesus said, “If you live in Me [abide vitally united to Me] and My words remain in you and continue to live in your hearts, ask whatever you will, and it shall be done for you.” How can this be possible unless there really is a merging of our desires with God’s as we mature in Him?


  The goal of every true believer is to be one with God.


  The goal of every true believer is to be one with God. It happens spiritually when we are born again, and it occurs in mind, will, and emotion as we grow and mature spiritually. In Ephesians 4:15 the apostle Paul urges us, “Let us grow up in every way and in all things into Him Who is the Head.” As we do so, our desires become His desires, and we are safe in following them.


  The call that Dave and I have to our ministry is a good example of how God has led us by the desires of our heart. We couldn’t travel every weekend, stay in hotels, and be gone from our family if our desire was not God given. God has put such a strong desire in us that we are motivated to make any sacrifice necessary or overcome any opposition that may come against us in order to accomplish God’s will for us.


  Sometimes simple desires come to us from God, because He likes to bless us. He sometimes puts desires in us for the things He wants to give us. His Word says, “What things soever ye desire, when ye pray, believe that ye receive them, and ye shall have them” (Mark 11:24 KJV).


  Several years ago God was dealing with me about being sweet and kind. I had been going through a rough time, and the Lord said to me, “Now just be a sweetheart; just be a sweetheart.”


  Later, in a meeting, a lady came up to me and gave me a bangle bracelet, saying, “This is my favorite bracelet, but I believe God told me to give it to you.” It had a word written on it in what looked like a foreign language. I asked, “What does this word mean?”


  She said “Well, I got this bracelet in Hawaii, and this is the Hawaiian word for ‘sweetheart.’” I knew then that God was giving me the bracelet as confirmation that He was dealing with my attitude.


  I wore the bracelet for many years. It was a little bit small for me, and once I got it on, it was difficult, even inconvenient, to get it off. I really had no release from God to stop wearing it. Sometimes I wanted other bracelets, but there was just no peace in me to buy something else when I knew God had specifically given me that bracelet as a reminder of His direction in my life.


  When the carnal part of us wants something, but our spiritual side is opposed, we need to wait for peace. When God is moving us to do something, there is agreement in both our carnal and spiritual desires. We should never override our spiritual desires for something that only our flesh demands.


  After a few years I mentioned occasionally to Dave, “I would like to get another bracelet.”


  He would always say something like, “No, I like that bracelet; it’s beautiful on you.” Or, “You don’t need another one; you couldn’t find a prettier one than that.”


  Then one day I was shopping, and a desire stirred within me for a new bracelet. I hadn’t been thinking about jewelry, and this desire was so sudden I felt it was from the Lord. I said, “Well, Lord, if this desire is really from You, I am just going to pray about it.” Spiritual desires will motivate us to pray. I said, “God, I don’t want anything except what You want for me. I don’t need a new bracelet to be happy, but if You want me to have other bracelets, then I pray that You will give them to me, in Jesus’ name.” Then I went about my business.


  I came home from that trip, and a couple of days later my close friend Roxane and I were spending some time together. She said to me, “I’ve got a present for you; it’s something that I felt God told me to give you.”


  I opened her gift to find a new bracelet.


  She continued, “It probably doesn’t make sense to you why I would buy a bracelet. I know how you feel about the bracelet that you always wear. But I really believe that God spoke to me to get this for you. So I ordered it some time ago, and it just arrived.”


  It is interesting that God spoke to Roxane, telling her to get the bracelet, and while it was on its way, He put a desire in my heart to receive it. We wouldn’t enjoy receiving something if we didn’t desire it. Many times, God has put a desire in my heart for something that He wanted to give me.


  The Bible says that God puts in us the desire both to will and to work for His good pleasure (see Philippians 2:13). We should pray for sanctified, holy desires. God puts desires in us to lead us in the way He wants us to go. If we desire to read the Word, then God is inviting us to read the Word. If we desire to pray when we are watching television, then God is speaking to us about the need to pray.


  As we read in John 15, we know that if we abide in Christ, if we continue our relationship with the Lord and dwell with Him over a period of time, His Word will abide in us.


  Then we can ask whatever we desire, and He has promised to give it to us.


  To abide with Him is to “hang out” with Him, to live with Him, to become like Him, and to nurture the desires He puts in our heart, because that is His will for us. He puts desires in our heart so we will pray and ask for those things He wants us to have. Without prayer, God has no vehicle through which to work.


  If you sense that God has put certain desires in your heart, then it’s important to pray and ask for those things you desire. If you’re not sure whether your desires are from Him, then say, “Lord, I believe You have put this desire in my heart, and so I am asking You for it. But I can be happy without it, because I am happy with You. Now it is up to You to do whatever You want to do.”


  Above all, remember that we are to be led by peace. No matter how much we may desire something, if we don’t have peace deep in our heart about it, then it is not right for us.


  GOD SPEAKS THROUGH A VOICE WE KNOW AND TRUST


  In the Old Testament, when God started calling to Samuel, Samuel thought that his master, Eli, was calling him. Twice God called, and twice Samuel went to Eli asking what he wanted.


  Both times Eli said to Samuel, “I am not calling you.” So both times Samuel returned to his room. Then he heard the voice again. “Here I am, Eli, what do you want?” he asked. Finally Eli said, “It must be God calling you” (see 1 Samuel 3:1-10).


  God spoke to Samuel in a voice that was familiar to him so that he wouldn’t be frightened. God wants us to listen, so He speaks to us through a voice that we will recognize. Sometimes it may sound like our own voice, sometimes it may sound like the voice of someone we know. But the point is that the voice will always bring peace when God speaks to us.


  People who listen to my teaching tapes a lot tell me that frequently when they are about to make a decision or do something they are not sure about, they will hear me say something that gives them direction or correction. What they are really hearing is God speaking through His Word, but they have heard my voice speaking it to them for so long, it sounds like me when it comes to them. Samuel was accustomed to hearing Eli; therefore, when God called him, it sounded to him like Eli.


  Above all, remember that we are to be led by peace.


  A woman told me at a meeting, “I was in this situation with my husband that was getting intense. God spoke to me, telling me what to do by reminding me of something you said on one of your tapes. All of a sudden I heard your voice from one of the tapes saying just what it was I needed to remember. God reminded me of it as a ‘word in due season.’” Even though it was my voice she heard that was recorded in her memory bank, it was the Holy Spirit who called forth that memory when she needed it.


  When God speaks to us, it doesn’t sound like a loud voice booming out of heaven. Often He speaks to us through our own inner voice. We may think that we are talking to ourselves, but God’s words in our spirit are always filled with a wisdom that we could never have on our own.


  People have said to me, “You’re always saying ‘God said.’ You sound like you have a conversation with God all the time.” God is trying to talk to them all the time, too. They would hear Him if they would simply ask Him to speak to them, then listen to their inner man or conscience, and wait for Him to speak.


  There are many different ways that God speaks to us. Many people think they don’t hear from God because they are looking for some supernatural manifestation that simply won’t happen. Most of the time, God speaks through a still, small voice within that sounds quite natural. God says that we are His sheep and that He is our Shepherd, and that His sheep know His voice (see John 10:1-5).


  He may speak to us through nature, as He did with me a few days after I had received the baptism of the Holy Spirit. I drove past a field full of weeds, and in the middle of those weeds there were two or three patches of pretty flowers. I received an entire message from God about how flowers can grow in the middle of the weeds, and how good things are in our lives even in the midst of struggles and trials.


  In all the years I have been listening for God’s voice, I have had one open vision, and maybe four or five prophetic dreams. I am not making light of the fact that God speaks to some people through many dreams and visions, but most of the time He just fills my thoughts with His thoughts and confirms them with His written Word. He gives me peace, and I try to follow wisdom.


  We need to discern the Lord’s voice carefully, but we needn’t over-spiritualize hearing from God. It is not as difficult as some may think. If God has something to say, He knows how to get His point across. It is our responsibility just to listen with expectancy and test what we hear against internal peace.


  God has something to say about most everything that happens to us each day. It is such a shame for people to be lonely when God is eagerly waiting to talk to them and fellowship with them anytime they are willing to listen.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. Have you ever experienced peace accompanying direction from God? Describe it.


  2. Do you use peace as a compass for internal confirmation regarding both the everyday details of your life and the larger decisions you face? How? And if not, why?


  3. Is there something God is prompting you to do by an inner nudging? What is it? Have you noticed the inner prompt growing stronger as time passed?


  4. Have you ever experienced God putting a desire in your heart for something? If so, did you pray about it? Did you then receive it? How was this edifying?


  5. How do you determine if a desire you possess is from the Spirit or from your flesh? Do you act upon a desire before clearly knowing where it came from?


  6. What are some of the ways you or others you know have heard from God?


  7. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 6


  God Speaks Through Conviction


  The Holy Spirit speaks to our conscience to convict us of sin and convince us of righteousness (see John 16:7-11). His conviction is intended to convince us to repent, which means to turn and go in the right direction rather than the wrong one in which we are currently going.


  Conviction is entirely different from condemnation. It took me a long time to learn that fact, and as a result I erringly became condemned each time the Holy Spirit convicted me of something in my life that was not God’s will. Conviction is meant to lift us out of something, to help us move up higher in God’s will and plan for our lives. Condemnation on the other hand presses us down and puts us under a burden of guilt.


  It is healthy and normal to feel guilty when we are initially convicted of sin; but to keep the guilty feeling after we have repented of the sin is not healthy, nor is it God’s will. Conviction from the Lord never fills us with condemning shame. Shame fills us with a painful sense of disgrace and humiliating regret, often for something that we couldn’t help. Frequently, the victims of abuse feel shame even when they did nothing to invite the cruelty. Shame is a vice the devil uses to repress and condemn us:


  For God did not send the Son into the world in order to judge (to reject, to condemn, to pass sentence on) the world, but that the world might find salvation and be made safe and sound through Him. He who believes in Him [who clings to, trusts in, relies on Him] is not judged [he who trusts in Him never comes up for judgment; for him there is no rejection, no condemnation—he incurs no damnation]; but he who does not believe (cleave to, rely on, trust in Him) is judged already [he has already been convicted and has already received his sentence] because he has not believed in and trusted in the name of the only begotten Son of God. [He is condemned for refusing to let his trust rest in Christ’s name.] (John 3:17-18)


  The woman caught in adultery was given the opportunity to rest in the safety of Christ’s name. By law she was guilty of breaking a commandment from God, and the Pharisees wanted to stone her. Jesus demonstrated to the crowd that He didn’t come into this world to send sinners to their death, but to deliver them from sin so that they could live the abundant life. Jesus showed the crowd that they were all guilty of breaking the law in some way. He invited the woman’s accusers to proceed with the stoning, but only if they themselves were guiltless of breaking the law. The Word says:


  They listened to Him, and then they began going out, conscience-stricken, one by one, from the oldest down to the last one of them, till Jesus was left alone, with the woman standing there before Him in the center of the court. When Jesus raised Himself up, He said to her, Woman, where are your accusers? Has no man condemned you? She answered, No one, Lord! And Jesus said, I do not condemn you either. Go on your way and from now on sin no more. (John 8:9-11)


  Jesus proved that condemnation only leads to death, but conviction delivers us to a new life free from sin. The accusers were convicted of their own sins in their consciences until one by one they learned not to judge the woman caught breaking the law.


  Since God doesn’t condemn us, we can fearlessly pray: Lord,


  Show me my sin. Convict me of what I am doing that breaks Your law of loving others. Convict me when I speak harshly to others. Keep my conscience tender to hear Your voice. Give me power to be free from sin.


  Amen.


  Our conscience is given to us by God to keep us out of trouble. The Holy Ghost works to enlighten our awareness of what we are doing that leads to death, and what we need to do to enjoy the abundant life. If we ignore our conscience long enough, we will no longer sense God’s conviction when we are guilty of sin. But if we tenderize our conscience so that our heart is sensitive to His correction, the Holy Spirit will lovingly judge our actions and convict us of the ungodly acts we do. He will nudge us when we speak harsh words against others that do not demonstrate His truth. God wants to work in each of our lives until we are motivated by a kind heart that reflects His presence.


  Conviction delivers us to a new life free from sin.


  People become hardened when they ignore their natural sense of right and wrong. Even saved people can have hard hearts. The more hard-hearted people are, the more difficult it is for them to quickly and promptly obey God. They have repressed their feelings so often that they are insensitive when their conscience is convicting them about something.


  When people hurt us, we justify our own ungodly thoughts toward them, and in defense of not wanting to be hurt again, we treat others harshly. People who are hurting hurt other people. But all ungodly actions are still sin in the eyes of God. The cycle of pain has to be broken, and that’s what Jesus came to do for us.


  I was a hard-hearted, born-again, baptized-in-the-Holy Ghost woman for a long time. I loved God, but my heart was hard because of abuse that had happened to me. This in turn dulled my conscience. I had to let the Holy Spirit work with me and in me to break that hardness off of me. To do that, I had to pray for God to renew a right spirit within me (see Psalm 51:10).


  The conscience is a function of our spirit that works like an inward monitor over our behavior. It functions to let us know when something is right and when something is wrong; consequently, it is greatly affected by knowledge of the standards and guidelines that God has established for us in His Word.


  Growing in the knowledge of what God has said to His people awakens our conscience from its coma-like state. Unsaved people may know when they are doing wrong, but they don’t feel conviction like those of us who are born again, filled with the Holy Spirit, and fellowshipping with God on a daily basis.


  The more time we spend in the presence of God, the more sensitive we become to our own actions that do not reflect God’s heart. When we behave in an ungodly way, we quickly sense that we have stepped out of line with the way Jesus would have handled the situation.


  We can have wonderful lives if we fill our minds with God’s Word and then simply obey our conscience. God said of the house of Israel:


  And I will give them one heart [a new heart] and I will put a new spirit within them; and I will take the stony [unnaturally hardened] heart out of their flesh, and will give them a heart of flesh [sensitive and responsive to the touch of their God] that they may walk in My statutes and keep My ordinances, and do them. And they shall be My people, and I will be their God. (Ezekiel 11:19-20)


  I was so excited the first time I read that promise. This passage says that God will give us the power to have a tender conscience capable of being sensitive to Him.


  When God speaks through conviction, we should have a strong desire to do what is right.


  The devil’s condemnation fills people with hopelessness and futility. It’s important for believers to discern the difference between conviction and condemnation. Many Christians still have the two mixed up. They think they are being condemned when they are being convicted.


  I carried the sense of condemnation from being abused into my spiritual life and into my relationship with God. I felt there must be something wrong with me or else bad things wouldn’t have happened to me. When I first learned what the Word said I should be doing, I felt as if every message condemned me, and I was even more ashamed of myself.


  I loved God, but going to Bible conferences made me miserable. I would go home feeling worse than I had felt before the meetings. Hearing the Word should convict us, not condemn us. I’m not saying that God’s Word should always make us feel comfortable—it should prod us to a higher level. But it should also give us the motivating power to make the climb.


  When God works in people’s lives, He condemns the sin, but He never condemns the sinner. His Word demonstrates love for the individual and nurtures and encourages him or her to come up out of that sin and to press on. God condemns the sin, but He gives mercy to the sinner, so we never need to be afraid to let God show us what we are doing wrong.


  The Holy Ghost lives in us, and He can’t get much closer to us than that. He doesn’t come just to take up space, or because He has nowhere else to go. The Holy Spirit lives in us because He has a job to do, which is to teach, comfort, and lead us to God’s plan for our lives.


  The Holy Spirit knows exactly what we need. He is an expert at renewing our conscience so it is tuned to the heart of God. He is like the mechanic who quickly repaired a piece of machinery that no one else knew how to fix and then sent the owners a ten thousand dollar bill.


  The Holy Spirit lives in us because He has a job to do.


  “Ten thousand dollars?” the owners argued. “All you did was tinker around a little bit!”


  The mechanic answered, “One dollar is for my time. The rest is for knowing where to tinker.”


  Jesus has already paid the price for our repair, and the


  Holy Ghost knows exactly where to tinker. He knows what needs to be fixed and when. He doesn’t spring everything on us at once, but there’s no point in telling God we’re not ready to change. He only convicts us to change when He knows we are ready. If it weren’t the right time in our lives for that issue to be dealt with, then God would not convict us of it.


  CONVICTION CONVINCES US TO ASK FOR GOD’S HELP


  When God reveals to you an issue that needs to be dealt with in your life, you can trust that the anointing is also present to break the yoke of its bondage over you. If you put off confronting the behavior until you want to deal with it, you may have to face change without the anointing. When God convicts, He also anoints, so that is the best time to yield to His help in changing. We often want to do things in our own timing, and we struggle and struggle because we’re not asking for God’s help.


  I have learned to deal with issues when God wants to deal with them. Even in the meetings I lead, I used to come with a plan and program. Sometimes I felt that God wanted me to stop the service and pray for somebody; but if it didn’t fit into my program, I would put it off. Then later I would try to do what I thought God had wanted me to do earlier, and it would just fall flat. I had missed the flow of what was going on in God’s timing. We need to act when God says to act.


  At one meeting I took a break and went into the women’s restroom where a lady said, “Well, I wish you would have an altar call for smoking; I’m having a terrible time with smoking.”


  As soon as she spoke, the Holy Ghost filled me with faith for her. I laid hands on her and said, “Be healed in the name of Jesus.” She probably thought I was a little bit wild, but I have learned to act when I feel faith move in me. When God’s anointing comes to set people free, it is a now moment; it isn’t something we set aside and pick up later. I knew to pray right then.


  I often pray for people who want to be free from smoking. I don’t condemn those who smoke, but many people are worn out from the bondage of their addiction and need a miracle from God to be set free of it. Some may believe smoking is no worse than gossip or judgment or overeating or anything else but it is hard on our bodies, and it is expensive.


  I started smoking when I was nine years old and smoked for years. I was so grateful when God finally delivered me from the habit. God’s conviction led me to believe Him for deliverance from many habits, including the habit of a bad attitude and from speaking negative words, overeating, and smoking.


  When conviction comes on us, it is God speaking to us because He wants to help us in some area. He is not condemning us, but He’s trying to let us know that He wants us to live a long and healthy life. When the Holy Spirit speaks to your conscience about changes that are needed, pray right then. Ask God to deliver you and bring about those changes through your faith in Jesus. You can pray for deliverance from addictions and ungodly behavior with this prayer:


  Father,


  In the Name of Jesus, I release my faith to receive Your deliverance right now. I take authority over the habit of ________ (name the habit, e.g., nicotine, alcohol, drugs). I command this thing to be loosed from me, and I pray that You will strengthen me to turn away from this behavior and sin no more.


  I pray that You will do one of two things: either deliver me right now, so I will never want to do this again, or give me the strength to say no to this habit until I am no longer in bondage to it. This I pray in the name of Jesus. Amen.


  The anointing is present when we call on the name of Jesus. I believe that you can be miraculously delivered of painful addictions while reading this book. Always move in faith when you sense God convicting your conscience.


  It serves as a trustworthy compass to true godly living.


  THE HOLY SPIRIT WILL NEVER CONDEMN US


  As I said earlier, Jesus said, “You’re going to be better off if I go away, because when I go away, I’m going to send the Holy Spirit to you” (see John 16). It is so wonderful to have close fellowship with the Holy Spirit—it is so wonderful to have Someone in our lives to let us know when we are going the wrong way.


  My mouth got me into trouble for years. I ruined relationships and embarrassed myself through the things I said. Now I can sense the Holy Spirit convicting me, and most of the time I choose to turn in another direction before I get into trouble. God no longer has to preach a four-part series to me to convince me to obey Him. He simply sounds an alarm in my spiritual heart and stirs me to act the way Jesus would act. When our conscience is sensitive to the voice of conviction, God can keep us out of trouble instead of having to rescue us from trouble all the time.


  Jesus was speaking of the Holy Spirit when He said, “And when He comes, He will convict and convince the world and bring demonstration to it about sin and about righteousness” (John 16:8). He didn’t say anything about the Holy Spirit bringing condemnation. He said He “brings demonstration... about sin and about righteousness.” The Holy Ghost reveals the results of sin and the results of righteousness so that people can see life and death set before them and call on God to help them choose life.


  God can keep us out of trouble instead of having to rescue us from trouble.


  People who live in sin have wretched, miserable lives. I have met individuals my age whom I knew years ago and who have not been living for God. The rough, rugged lifestyle they have chosen has taken a toll on them. The sour, sad, miserable choices they have made are visible because sin has left them looking old and ugly.


  The power of God can make us look better and keep us feeling younger, because we are not living the hard life of sin. This is the power of God at work in the world today demonstrating the results of sin and the results of righteousness. The line between the two is becoming vividly distinct. It is no longer difficult to tell who belongs to God and who doesn’t. The world that we live in is full of gross darkness (see Isaiah 9:2). But God gave Jesus “for a light to the nations” (see Isaiah 42:6). His light is visible in the faces of true believers.


  ABIDE IN GOD’S PRESENCE


  I often wonder how any human being can get through one day without God. If I feel that I am missing God’s intimate presence for a day, I can hardly stand it. I’m like a little kid who has lost his mother in a store; all I can do is spend my time trying to get back to my parent. I don’t want to be out of fellowship with the Lord. I must have Him to get through every single day of my life.


  Through my conscience the Holy Spirit lets me know if I’m doing something wrong that grieves Him or that interferes with our fellowship. He shows me if I’ve done something wrong and helps me get back to the place I need to be. He convicts and convinces me, but He never, never condemns me.


  God loves us even more than we love our own children, and in His love He disciplines us. I remember how I hated to take privileges away from my children. But I knew they were bound for trouble if they didn’t learn to listen to me. God has the same concern for us, but He is patient. He tells us and tells us, again and again, what we ought to do. He may tell us fifteen different ways, trying to get our attention.


  His message of convicting love is everywhere. He wants us to listen to Him because He loves us. If we persist in our ways, He withholds privileges and blessings from us. But He only does so because He wants us to mature to a place where He can pour out His full blessings upon us. If God freely gave us His Son Jesus, surely He won’t hold back anything else we need. He wants to bless us radically and outrageously:


  He who did not withhold or spare [even] His own Son but gave Him up for us all, will He not also with Him freely and graciously give us all [other] things? Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect [when it is] God Who justifies [that is, Who puts us in right relation to Himself? Who shall come forward and accuse or impeach those whom God has chosen? Will God, Who acquits us?] Who is there to condemn [us]? Will Christ Jesus (the Messiah), Who died, or rather Who was raised from the dead, Who is at the right hand of God actually pleading as He intercedes for us? (Romans 8:32-34)


  If condemnation is filling our conscience it is not from God. He sent Jesus to die for us, to pay the price for our sins. Jesus bore our sin and condemnation (see Isaiah 53). We should get rid of the sin, but not keep the guilt. Once God breaks the yoke of sin from us, He removes the guilt too. He is faithful and just to forgive all of our sins and to continuously cleanse us from all unrighteousness (see 1 John 1:9).


  Every single day of our lives we need forgiveness. The Holy Spirit sets off the alarm in our conscience to recognize sin, and He gives us the power of the blood of Jesus to continuously cleanse us from sin and keep us right before Him.


  COME BOLDLY TO GOD’S THRONE


  Often when we are convicted of sin, we become grouchy while God is dealing with us. Until we admit our sin, become ready to turn from it, and ask for forgiveness, we feel a pressure that squeezes out the worst we have in us. As soon as we come into agreement with God, our peace returns, and our behavior improves.


  The devil knows that condemnation and shame keep us from approaching God in prayer so our needs can be met and we can once again enjoy fellowship with God. Feeling bad about ourselves, or thinking that God is angry with us, separates us from His presence. He doesn’t leave us, but in fear we withdraw from Him.


  That’s why it is so important to discern the truth and know the difference between conviction and condemnation. Remember, if you heed conviction, it lifts you up and out of sin; condemnation only makes you feel bad about yourself.


  When you pray for people, the Holy Spirit convicts them of their sin, and they often start acting worse than they did before. But don’t let that make you believe your prayers are having no effect. It is actually a good sign that God is indeed working, convicting them of sin, and trying to convince them of their need to change. So keep praying!


  Condemnation and shame keep us from approaching God in prayer.


  When praying, ask regularly for God to convict you of your own sin, realizing that conviction is a blessing, not a problem. If only perfect people could pray and receive answers, nobody would be praying. We don’t need to be perfect, but we do need to be cleansed of sin. As I begin my prayer time I almost always ask my heavenly Father to cleanse me of all sin and unrighteousness. When we pray in Jesus’ name, we are presenting to our Father all that Jesus is, not all that we are.


  Conviction is vitally necessary in order to walk with God properly. This gift of conviction is one way to hear from God. Don’t make the mistake of letting it condemn you as I did for years. Let conviction lift you to a new level in God. Don’t resist it; receive it.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. Is your heart hardened? Why? Has sin caused you to turn away from God?


  2. How can God always be with us and yet our sin separate us from Him?


  3. In your life, do you distinguish between condemnation and conviction of the Holy Spirit? If not, what do you need to do to be able to make this distinction?


  4. Describe a time when you felt condemned by your sin. What did you do? What was the end result?


  5. Describe a time when the Holy Spirit convicted you of sin. What did you do? What was the end result?


  6. Is there an addiction in your life that the Spirit is urging you to overcome? If so, what is it? What is your plan of attack?


  7. In your own words, what is the difference between conviction by the Holy Spirit and condemnation?


  8. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 7


  Develop a “Reining Ear”


  I was fascinated to learn that some horses have what their trainers call a “reining ear.” While most horses are guided and led by a strap fastened to the bit in their mouth, some horses keep one ear turned to their master’s voice. One ear is open for natural warnings; the other is sensitive to the trusted trainer.


  Elijah needed to hear from God, and fortunately he had a reining ear toward God even though in the natural world he was quite frightened by what he had heard. He had just defeated 450 false prophets in a duel of power between their silent Baal and the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Now Queen Jezebel, who had been killing off the Lord’s prophets, threatened to kill Elijah within the day. Elijah ran for his life, hid in a cave, and prayed to God to die before Jezebel found him. Then the Lord sent His word to Elijah, asking, “What are you doing here?”


  Elijah recounted the events and the threats and said, “They seek my life, to take it away.”


  So the Lord demonstrated His presence to Elijah once again, telling him to stand on the mountain before Him. A strong wind tore through the mountains, and broke rocks into pieces; but the LORD was not in the wind. After the wind, there was a terrible earthquake; but the LORD was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake, a fire broke out; but the LORD was not in the fire. After the fire there came “a still, small voice.” Then the Lord told Elijah to leave his hiding place and go anoint the next kings to serve over Syria and Israel and the prophet who was to take his place (see 1 Kings 16-19). And Elijah obeyed the still, small voice of the Lord.


  Elijah’s story helps us understand how to hear God when we need direction. God didn’t reassure Elijah with a showy, flashy manifestation of power, although He had already proven that He was capable of doing so. God spoke to His prophet through a still, small voice. God still chooses to communicate directly to His children through a whisper deep within their spirits.


  “God is a Spirit (a spiritual Being) and those who worship Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth (reality)” (John 4:24). Jesus explained why some people don’t hear the voice of God:


  Not one of you has ever given ear to His voice or seen His form (His face—what He is like). [You have always been deaf to His voice and blind to the vision of Him]. And you have not His word (His thought) living in your hearts, because you do not believe and adhere to and trust in and rely on Him Whom He has sent. [That is why you do not keep His message living in you, because you do not believe in the Messenger Whom He has sent.] You search and investigate and pore over the Scriptures diligently, because you suppose and trust that you have eternal life through them. And these [very Scriptures] testify about Me! And still you are not willing [but refuse] to come to Me, so that you might have life. (John 5:37-40)


  Jesus also taught:


  I assure you, most solemnly I tell you, unless a man is born of water and [even] the Spirit, he cannot [ever] enter the kingdom of God. What is born of [from] the flesh is flesh [of the physical is physical]; and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. Marvel not [do not be surprised, astonished] at My telling you, You must all be born anew (from above). The wind blows (breathes) where it wills; and though you hear its sound, yet you neither know where it comes from nor where it is going. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit. (John 3:5-8)


  When we are born again, we are made alive in our spirit to be sensitive to the voice of God. We hear His whisper even though we cannot tell where it comes from. He whispers to convict, correct, and direct us by a still, small voice deep within our heart. I can communicate with my husband through my flesh, my visible body, my mouth, my facial expressions, and gestures but if I’m going to talk to God I have to communicate with Him in my spirit.


  God speaks to our inner being through direct communion, through our intuition (a sense of unexplainable discernment), and through our conscience (our base convictions of right and wrong). Our spirit can sense knowledge that we may not have evident rational facts to prove.


  If I’m going to talk to God I have to communicate with Him in my spirit.


  For example, when we are sensitive to hearing from God, we can look at situations that appear to be in order and just intuitively “know” that something is wrong. That check in our spirit keeps us from jumping into agreement with someone or becoming involved in some situation that is not right for us.


  It’s wonderful to be led by the Spirit of God. I remember the time we completed a music and Scripture tape, which several people worked on to make sure everything was done correctly. It’s tedious work and quite expensive to change a recording once the master copy is completed. I had listened to the tape with our producer, and Dave and I had said, “Yes, it’s good.”


  But one morning during the following week, as I was praying, I kept feeling that I needed to listen to that tape again. To be honest, I didn’t want to take time to listen to a tape for another hour when I had other messages I wanted to study. But God sometimes leads me to do things that I don’t want to do, and a persistent prompting made me feel that I needed to check the tape one more time. When the feeling didn’t go away, I finally said, “Okay, I’ll listen to the tape.”


  As I listened to the first Scriptures on the tape, I realized I had misquoted a Bible reference. The tape was being sent the next day for the final mastering. If I had not listened to it that day, the mistake would have been duplicated on ten thousand copies of that tape before we would have been able to correct it. I thank God for the leading of the Holy Spirit.


  God’s voice has kept us out of trouble many times. In this case, God saved us a lot of money and a lot of embarrassment and phone calls from our audience, members who would have called in to say, “Does Joyce know that she’s quoting the wrong Scripture on this tape?”


  Thankfully, I was sensitive enough to God’s voice that I listened to the tape; by His grace, God kept after me until I did. Thank goodness for grace! If we consistently disobey God’s leading, we will eventually sear our conscience and allow it to harden against the voice of God (see 1 Timothy 4:1-2). It’s difficult for God to lead us away from trouble if we’re not softhearted enough to pick up those gentle little leadings of the Holy Spirit.


  It’s well worth it to do what God wants us to do. Every single time we do the right thing, it causes us to be more confident in His leading, and our conscience becomes a little more sensitive to His voice. Keep this point in mind: It pays to obey!


  The unsaved man is spiritually dead, which means that communion with God and His intuitive promptings are dead. He doesn’t get things by revelation; he only knows what he learns in his head. But if we are spiritually alive, God can show us things that we couldn’t know any other way except by divine revelation.


  I have had jobs in which I did not have the natural knowledge to do the assignments I was given, yet God led me and enabled me to do things that I was not trained to do. I have a high school education, and I never studied how to lead a ministry or use mass communications effectively. But God has equipped me and my team with all we need to minister on television and radio broadcasts worldwide. God leads us step by step, by His Spirit. He teaches us as we take steps of faith.


  A believer can be led by the Spirit, but the unregenerate man (the man who is not born again) doesn’t have that privilege. All he can do is reason with his mind, walk according to his will, and follow his emotions, because his spirit is not alive to the voice of God. He is limited to his natural abilities. That’s why so many people in the world just keep searching for more information and more education. They know nothing of being taught and guided by God’s Spirit.


  I’m not against education, because I think education is great. But some people think it is the most important thing in life. They believe a person who is not highly educated can do very little.


  God’s Word says in 1 Corinthians, chapter 1, that He uses the weak and foolish things of the world to confound the wise. He uses what the world would discard as having little or no value so that no mortal flesh can glory in His presence. In other words, God can use anybody who is committed and submitted to Him and His leadership.


  Many of the people who have high positions in our ministry have no professional training to do what they are doing. For example, I was a bookkeeper and an office manager, Dave was in the engineering field, our general manager was a welder, one of our division managers was a dockworker, and another was a teachers’ aid.


  Education certainly can be valuable, and we do have people on our staff with training in their field, but educated people still need to lean on God and not on their education alone.


  GOD LEADS US BY OUR CONSCIENCE


  A person who is not saved doesn’t hear the voice of God, and his intuition is not completely operative. But God makes Himself known to everyone in his conscience, because if a person’s conscience is totally dead, God would never be able to convict him of sin and get him saved. So the Holy Ghost works in sinners’ lives to wake up their conscience enough to realize their need to repent and receive Christ as their Lord and Savior. But people’s conscience can become dull, as if in a coma, if their inner sense of right and wrong is ignored for too long.


  I have dedicated my life to the mission of waking up people’s conscience so they will learn to listen for the voice of God calling them to a higher level and a better life. Yes, they can know the love of the Father, the grace of Jesus Christ, and the communion and fellowship of the Holy Spirit (see 2 Corinthians 13:14).


  The cleansing blood of Jesus has amazing power on the conscience. I was born again at age nine, and I distinctly remember feeling terribly guilty before I prayed and asked Jesus into my heart, and feeling very clean and fresh after repenting and accepting Him as my Savior. We can maintain that fresh, clean feeling through the power of regular repentance. First John 1:9 teaches us that He is faithful and just to continuously cleanse us from all unrighteousness if we freely admit that we have sinned and confess our sins.


  God makes Himself known to everyone.


  I spent many years of my life with no knowledge of God’s Word and therefore was deceived by Satan and felt guilty all the time. I went to church, yet knew nothing of being truly submitted to God. I was religiously performing my duty, but had no idea I could learn how to be daily led by God’s Spirit. I was following church rules, not the Holy Spirit. In some cases the church rules and the leadership of God are the same, but that is not always the case.


  I did what I wanted to do; I didn’t care how I acted most of the time, nor was I sensitive to how I treated people. Actually I gave very little thought to my behavior in any area. In February 1976 I made a full commitment of my life to the Lord. I accepted Him as my Lord and not just my Savior. I always say that prior to that time I had enough of Jesus to stay out of hell, but not enough to walk in victory. I truly did believe that Jesus was my Savior, and that He died for me and paid for my sins. I believed He was my only way to heaven, but I was not being taught the need to mature and grow up spiritually. I heard a lot of doctrine when I went to church, but very little that was applicable to everyday life.


  My ear was not tuned to the Holy Spirit; I certainly did not have a “reining ear.” It was time for me to start learning how to follow God’s leading, not my own or my friend’s or the world’s.


  Many people live under continual guilt and condemnation because they don’t know how to heed the voice of conscience. Their conscience bothers them, but instead of finding out why and trusting God’s grace to help them change or correct what is wrong, they ignore God’s leading and remain miserable.


  Whenever your conscience bothers you, it’s important to find out why and do something about it as quickly as possible. If you don’t have peace, get alone with God and talk to Him to find out why you are uncomfortable and let Him work a change in your life.


  If we want to be led by the Spirit of God, we must be willing to grow up and become mature sons and daughters of God. We are not to be led around by the appetites of our flesh. We are not to be led around by the devil, our friends, our emotions, our mind, or our own will. We are to be led by the Spirit of God.


  The more you know His Word, the more you understand that He will not lead you astray or direct you into anything that is bad for you. Even things that may seem uncomfortable in the beginning will ultimately turn into glorious blessings for your life if you will just follow the leading of the Holy Spirit. Spiritual maturity and learning to follow the leadership of the Holy Spirit are one and the same.


  There are places in the Bible where believers are referred to as “children of God,” and there are places in the Bible where they are referred to as “sons of God.” I use this fact to make a point that although we love our children no matter how mature they are, there is a difference in what we can trust our little children with and what we can trust to our grown sons and daughters. There is a difference between the liberties and the privileges and the responsibilities that we can give to mature sons and daughters.


  We come into the kingdom of God as little children, even babies, in Christ. Then we learn about our covenant and about being joint heirs with Christ, and we hear about the wonderful things God wants to do for us. But if we never grow up, even though all of those things may be set aside in an account for us, we will never get to enjoy our inheritance.


  God has a lot of good plans for us.


  We bought our son a car before he turned sixteen. It sat in the garage for six months. Our intention was to give it to him, but if he had never learned to drive, we would never have given him the car. Likewise, God has a lot of good plans for us. He has a storehouse full of blessings for each of us, but we have to mature and grow up in order to have them. One of the primary signs of being mature in the Lord is our willingness to be led by the Spirit of God.


  Dave and I appreciate the fact that our grown sons and daughters know what we want and what we don’t want, what we approve of and what we don’t approve of. We don’t have to run around with a list of rules and regulations, always giving them laws to follow. When they were little, we had a list of do’s and don’ts for them, but the longer they lived with us, the more they came to know and follow our hearts.


  GOD WANTS US TO TRUST HIM


  The more time we spend listening to God, the more aware we become of how He wants us to behave and how He wants us to act:


  For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For [the Spirit which] you have now received [is] not a spirit of slavery to put you once more in bondage to fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption [the Spirit producing sonship] in [the bliss of] which we cry, Abba (Father)! Father! The Spirit Himself [thus] testifies together with our own spirit, [assuring us] that we are children of God. And if we are [His] children, then we are [His] heirs also: heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ [sharing His inheritance with Him]; only we must share His suffering if we are to share His glory. (Romans 8:14-17)


  Share His suffering? The bottom line is anytime our flesh wants to do one thing and the Spirit of God wants us to do something else, if we choose to follow the Spirit of God, our flesh is going to suffer. We don’t like that, but the Bible simply says that if we want to share Christ’s glory, we have to be willing to share His suffering.


  I can still remember suffering through those early years of walking in obedience when I thought: Dear God, am I ever going to get over this? Am I ever going to get to the point where I can obey God and not hurt while I’m doing it?


  I like to encourage those who are just beginning to heed the voice of God that once the fleshly appetite is no longer in control they will get to the point where it is easy to obey God—the place where they actually enjoy obeying God. In Romans 8:18 Paul said, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time (this present life) are not worth being compared with the glory that is about to be revealed to us and in us and for us and conferred on us!”


  In modern language Paul was saying, “We suffer a little now, but so what! The glory that will come from our obedience far outshines the suffering we endure now.” That is good news. Whatever we may go through is absolutely nothing compared to the good things that God is going to do in our lives as we continue to press on with Him.


  A true sign of maturity is demonstrated in the way we treat other people. The Bible is a book about relationships: our relationship with God, our relationship with our self, and our relationship with other people.


  Most would agree that the biggest challenge is getting along with other people.


  In Galatians 5:15 Paul said, “If you bite and devour one another [in partisan strife], be careful that you [and your whole fellowship] are not consumed by one another.”


  Paul wrote this to born-again, baptized-in-the-Holy Ghost Christians, yet he had to constantly remind them how important it was for them to get along with each other.


  If people make us mad, the Word of God in us will start prompting us to forgive them. It’s not easy to do, but we have to choose whether we are going to fulfill the desires of the flesh or whether we’re going to be led by the Spirit.


  Our flesh can get all stirred up and make us want to throw a screaming fit, but if we are led of the Spirit, we will suffer on Christ’s behalf and choose to forgive. That’s the suffering to which Paul was referring in Romans. Sometimes we get the suffering message all out of kilter and out of balance.


  True Bible suffering is not poverty, disease, or disaster. Jesus came to heal, deliver, and set us free from that kind of suffering. Satan attacks us with those things, and we may have to take them for a season while we are waiting for God to deliver us; but that’s not the kind of suffering that God wants us to endure permanently. He wants us to be long-suffering with each other.


  If we get into strife, our fellowship with one another can become consumed. We’re to walk and live habitually in the Holy Spirit, laying down the habit of hurting people. If we walk in the flesh, we won’t get along with anybody, because the bottom line is we all like to have our way about everything. The flesh is selfish and self-centered. If we walk in the flesh, we will never act like Jesus.


  God teaches us what is right, and all day long, every day, seven days a week, we have to choose the right thing over the wrong thing. Until the last trumpet sounds, and Jesus comes to get us, we’re going to have to say no to self and yes to God.


  We have to choose the right thing over the wrong thing.


  Like the horse with the “reining ear” always tuned toward his master, we must be willing to follow the Lord in all His leading, not just the leadings we feel good about or happen to agree with. We won’t always like what we hear Him tell us.


  We must realize that in order to follow God, the flesh must be told no, and when that happens the flesh suffers. It is also important to understand that there may be times when we are galloping full speed ahead in one direction when suddenly the Master tells us to stop and instructs us to go in another direction.


  In Galatians 5:16 the apostle Paul told us, “But I say, walk and live [habitually] in the [Holy] Spirit [responsive to and controlled and guided by the Spirit]; then you will certainly not gratify the cravings and desires of the flesh (of human nature without God).”


  If we follow the leading of the Spirit, we won’t satisfy or fulfill the desires of the flesh that lead us away from God’s best. This verse doesn’t say that the desires of the flesh are going to disappear and go away. But if we choose to be led by the Spirit, we won’t fulfill the desires of the flesh— and the devil won’t get his way.


  We will sense a war going on in us as we choose to conform to God’s leading. Our flesh is never going to want what the Spirit wants, and even when our spirit wants to follow the Lord the appetites of our flesh will tempt us to disobey God. As long as we’re here on the earth our flesh and our born-again heart will not be in natural agreement (see Romans 13:14, Galatians 5:17). So we have to learn to obey the Spirit of God and tell our flesh to submit.


  GOD WANTS TO GOVERN OUR LIVES


  God wants to be in charge of the government of our lives. When we are led by the Spirit, we will fulfill the just requirements of the law. When I follow the leading of the Spirit, I know that I am pleasing the Lord.


  If I get mad at Dave and the Holy Ghost tells me to apologize, if I do so, then I please the Lord. If I am tempted to gossip about somebody, but I feel that little signal from the Holy Ghost telling me to get out of the conversation, if I stop my tongue immediately, I am being obedient. If I am speeding down the highway and the Holy Ghost says, “You’re exceeding the speed limit,” if I ease up on the gas pedal, I am honoring God.


  If we aren’t going to be obedient to God and allow Him to govern our lives in that which is little, then He will never make us rulers over much. Many people want to be in charge of big things of life but they don’t want to pay attention to God in the little things.


  Remember what I said earlier: “If you’re not willing to hear God in one area, it may render you unable to hear in another.” We cannot pick and choose what we will and won’t hear. God wants to govern our lives; it is important to turn the reins of our lives over to Him.


  Paul consistently taught people to be led by the Spirit. He was not ministering the law, but the Spirit. He spent a lot of time teaching the difference between law and grace. He said of God:


  [It is He] Who has qualified us [making us to be fit and worthy and sufficient] as ministers and dispensers of a new covenant [of salvation through Christ], not [ministers] of the letter (of legally written code) but of the Spirit; for the code [of the Law] kills, but the [Holy] Spirit makes alive. Why should not the dispensation of the Spirit [this spiritual ministry whose task it is to cause men to obtain and be governed by the Holy Spirit] be attended with much greater and more splendid glory? (2 Corinthians 3:6, 8)


  Paul was saying that the dispensation of the Spirit, or the new covenant, will cause men to do two things: first of all, to obtain the Holy Spirit (to have the Holy Spirit in their lives), and second, to be governed by the Holy Spirit in their lives.


  That’s the pattern all ministers of the gospel should follow: to cause people to receive Christ, and to receive the Holy Spirit into their lives. But many people pray a sinner’s prayer and then go back to living the way they have always lived without much change. They obtain the Spirit of God in their lives, but they don’t let Him govern their lives on a daily, moment-by-moment basis.


  Their failure or refusal to listen for God creates a barrier between them and the blessings of God. If they would simply obey their conscience, they would please God and have the abundant life He wants them to enjoy. But people do what they want to do, or they do what everybody else is doing, instead of following the leading, the promptings, and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. But all those who learn to be governed by the still, small voice of God will see blessings pour into their lives and will have the delight of knowing that they are pleasing God.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. What does it mean to hear the still, small voice of God in your spirit? Have you experienced this?


  2. How do you know God’s still, small voice is not your own emotion or desire?


  3. Describe a time when the Spirit reminded you of something practical. How did the situation turn out?


  4. What is a reining ear? Do you have one? How can you cultivate a reining ear?


  5. If a person’s conscience can become too dull, how can the Holy Spirit convict that person of sin? Have you had this experience before?


  6. What is the communion and fellowship of the Holy Spirit? How have you felt it in your life?


  7. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  PART TWO


  Learning To Obey


  My mother and My brothers are those who listen to the Word of God and do it!


  —JESUS IN LUKE 8:21


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 8


  Obedience Keeps Our Conscience Tender


  God may speak to us in a dozen different ways, but if we harden our conscience, or heart, and refuse to obey Him when He speaks to us, we will miss out on blessings that He wants to give to us. I can remember when every little thing that God wanted me to do, or everything that I was doing He didn’t want me to do, became a wrestling match between us. It would take weeks, sometimes months, and sometimes even years of God dealing with me before I would get it through my thick head that He wasn’t going to change His mind.


  When I finally gave in to His way, things always worked out to bless me beyond my imagination. I put myself through unnecessary agony by not listening to and obeying God’s voice. I could have just done what God told me to do the first time and saved myself a lot of trouble.


  Most of us tend to be stubborn and set in our ways, even if our ways aren’t working. We can, however, learn to be tender toward God and become sensitive to His voice and the leading of the Holy Spirit. Our spirit man within is designed for communion with God. He speaks through both our intuition and our conscience to keep us out of trouble and to let us know what is right and what is wrong.


  Some things may be wrong for one person but right for another, so we need individual direction from God. Of course, there are general guidelines that apply for everybody; we all know that we’re not to lie, cheat, or steal, for example. But there are certain things that might be okay for my friend that wouldn’t be okay for me. God has different plans for each of us, and He knows certain things about us that we don’t even know about ourselves.


  We may not understand why God tells us not to do something when everybody else is doing it, but if our conscience is tender, we clearly know when God is prompting us not to do it. The bottom line is, we don’t have to know the why behind everything—we just need to learn to obey.


  Soldiers in training for battle are sometimes required to do ridiculous things that don’t make sense. They learn to obey quickly without question. If they are on the frontlines of battle, and their leaders give them a command, they could get killed if they turned to ask why. In the same way, God wants us to learn to trust Him and just obey.


  Our conscience works like an inward monitor that beeps when we step out of line. Mature Christians learn to say,


  “I have a check in my spirit about this. Let me pray about it and see how the Lord leads me.” Nonbelievers may wonder what that means.


  But when we abide in the Lord, and He is in us, we can quickly sense His disapproval if we are not supposed to go forward with a plan. I have sensed this hesitation in my spirit when shopping, talking, or making plans to do something. Everything seems fine, and then suddenly a sense of caution rises up and lets me know to back off until God gives me a clear direction.


  God doesn’t scream at us or push us the way He wants us


  to go. He leads us, like a gentle shepherd, inviting us to follow Him to greener pastures. He wants us to get to the point where that little hint of caution is enough to cause us to ask, “What are You saying here, Lord?” The minute we feel that little discomfort or lack of peace, we will know we need to seek God’s direction before making a decision.


  The Bible says if we will acknowledge God in all of our ways, He will direct our paths (see Proverbs 3:6). Acknowledging God just means that we have enough respect for Him, enough reverential fear and awe of Him, to care what He thinks of our every move.


  A good way to start each day would be to pray:


  Lord,


  I care about what You think, and I don’t want to be doing things that You don’t want me to do. If I start to do anything today that You don’t want me to do, please show me what it is so that I can stop it and do Your will. Amen.


  Our conscience corrects and reprimands us to make us uneasy anytime we fall short of the glory of God. We must learn to follow what it tells us regarding both our intentions and our actions—not just after we’ve done something, but when we are intending to do something. Our conscience will let us know that it may not be right.


  Our conscience works like an inward monitor that beeps when we step out of line.


  We must be careful to remain sensitive to God’s truth, because His Word says that the tendency to ignore His voice will increase in the last days. First Timothy 4:1 says, “But the [Holy] Spirit distinctly and expressly declares that in latter times some will turn away from the faith, giving attention to deluding and seducing spirits and doctrines that demons teach.” Verses 2 and 3 warn that some people’s consciences will be seared (cauterized), and they will become liars and hypocrites teaching false doctrines that they don’t even practice themselves.


  If a wound is cauterized, it becomes scar tissue, without feeling. Likewise, when a person’s conscience becomes seared or cauterized, it becomes tough and numb to what should be felt. People should feel regret when they inflict. pain on others, but there are people in the world who don’t seem to have any empathy or sympathy left in their souls.


  When people hurt us, we can let scars harden our heart toward them, but if we do that we will lose our own sensitivity to the good things that God wants to do for us. Instead we should pray that those who hurt us will develop a tender conscience toward the voice of God, and that we will remain sensitive to His voice ourselves. Our prayers will not override other people’s free will, but we can ask God to work in their lives and ours so that all of us will be sensitive to His leading. This simple prayer can keep our conscience tender toward God so we can be expectant of His guidance:


  Father,


  I pray in the name of Jesus for myself and my loved ones who have seared, hardened, cauterized consciences. I ask that You do a work to break that hardness off of us. Please soften our hearts toward You. Give us tender hearts that are responsive to Your leading, so we can immediately sense what You’re saying to us and do what You want us to do. In Jesus’ name I ask You to help us to be tender hearted and sensitive to the Holy Spirit. Amen.


  If we expect to hear from God, we must listen for His voice and keep an ear bent for sounds of His leading. We must also be quick to obey if we want to hear from Him often. Our sensitivity to His voice in our inner man can be increased by obedience as well as decreased by disobedience. Disobedience breeds disobedience, and obedience breeds obedience. I have found that the more obedient I am, the easier it is to be obedient again. And the more disobedient I am, the easier it is to be disobedient.


  Some days we can tell as soon as we wake up that we’re going to have what I call a “flesh day.” We start the day feeling stubborn and lazy. Our first thoughts are: I’m not cleaning this house, I’m going shopping. I’m not staying on this stupid diet either. I’m eating what I want to eat all day, and I don’t want anybody in my face bugging me about it. If they do, I’m going to tell them what I think.


  If we expect to hear from God, we must listen for His voice.


  If we feel that way when we wake up, we have a decision to make. We can follow those feelings or we can pray, “God, please help me, quick!” Our feelings can come under the lordship of Jesus Christ if we ask Him to help us straighten out our attitude.


  I know all about flesh days; I know we can start out acting bad, and it can go from bad to worse. It seems that once we give in to a selfish attitude and follow our flesh, it’s downhill to a wasted day. But every time we obey our conscience, we widen the window that God can use to lead us by His Spirit. Every time we follow the leading of our conscience, it lets in more light the next time. Once we enjoy knowing that God will truly lead us to a better plan, it gets easier to obey Him promptly.


  Seeking God for answers is a developed skill, and witnessing His involvement leads to a fruitful lifestyle. Many people don’t see God because they are not seeking Him. Our spiritual eye sees with a conscience filled with God’s light:


  The eye is the lamp of the body. So if your eye is sound, your entire body will be full of light. But if your eye is unsound, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the very light in you [your conscience] is darkened, how dense is that darkness! (Matthew 6:22-23)


  Many people’s lives today are filled with dense darkness because they have not heeded the voice of conscience. Their conscience was meant to guide them, but they can no longer see the right way to go because they have snuffed out the little bit of light that they were given. It’s miserable to have thoughts filled with darkness and heaviness.


  People can’t be happy when there is no light on their path to the future. With a dark conscience they don’t like themselves, or anybody else. Nothing seems to work out for them, and it’s all a result of not obeying God.


  They learn that happiness cannot be purchased over the counter or packaged in bottles or cans. Money cannot buy a permanent ticket to happiness. But a good, clear conscience is of great value. It fills our lives with light when others grope in darkness.


  My conscience still functions right even when my mouth is going in the wrong direction. It demands positive responses to negative situations. If I talk to Dave in a way that I shouldn’t, or if I gossip about somebody or complain about something, I sense the Holy Spirit nudging my conscience back into the light of God’s love. My conscience demands that I straighten up my talk, but I can agree to do what it says to do, or I can choose to ignore it.


  If I answer my conscience with anything other than the justice it demands, it will speak more softly the next time. Each time the voice of conscience is rejected, it becomes softer and softer, more difficult to hear. If I mistreat somebody, my conscience demands that I apologize. If I refuse, the next time I mistreat someone, it becomes even easier for me to ignore my conscience and continue disobeying.


  We are not obeying our conscience if it tells us to turn off a TV movie that we want to see, but we give an excuse and continue watching it. We often try to override the voice of conscience with the excuse that “everybody else is doing it.” One of the main reasons people get into sin is because everybody else does.


  Don’t gamble that something is going to work out.


  You may be getting ready to marry an unbeliever, and your conscience is beeping loud alarms, because you know the Word says, “Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers” (2 Corinthians 6:14). But you ignore it. Why would you be surprised if you wind up in trouble?


  Some people ignore the warning signals that God gives them because they are afraid of being the only one set apart, alone, without friends or family. Out of fear they choose to do the wrong thing, and then later they wish with all of their heart that they had never acted against their conscience.


  Don’t gamble that something is going to work out if you don’t have God’s approval. The Bible says that Jesus is the Author and the Finisher of our faith (see Hebrews 12:2). I learned that He is not obligated to finish anything that He didn’t author. A lot of times we start something and then get mad at God if He doesn’t come through and finish it. People struggle because they start works on their own and pray that God will bless something He never led them to do in the first place.


  GOD WILL TALK TO US ABOUT RELATIONSHIPS


  If we listen, God will speak to us concerning our marriage, our friendships, and our business associations. He may ask us to sever friendships or relationships with people who can tempt us away from His plan for our lives. If we spend time with someone who is selfish and self-centered, we may soon spend all our time thinking about what we can get for ourselves.


  God may encourage us to make friends with someone who is a giver. Before long we will be givers too. It is exciting to spend time with someone who really hears from God, someone who truly senses what the Holy Spirit is saying and doing. We can also tell when we’re with someone who is dull in their spiritual hearing. The Bible says that iron sharpens iron (see Proverbs 27:17), and we can sharpen our ability to hear the right things by being with people who practice listening for God’s voice and obeying Him.


  The Holy Ghost is in a position of authority over us, and since He speaks through our conscience, we should submit to its authority. Our own mind, without the influence of the Holy Spirit, will lead us to death: “Now the mind of the flesh [which is sense and reason without the Holy Spirit] is death [death that comprises all the miseries arising from sin, both here and hereafter]. But the mind of the [Holy] Spirit is life and [soul] peace [both now and forever]” (Romans 8:6).


  First Corinthians 2:13-15 says that the natural man does not understand the spiritual man, meaning that our reasoning mind does not understand our spiritual heart. A person absolutely cannot obey the Spirit without heeding the voice of conscience. The more spiritual the believer is, the more he listens to the voice of his conscience. The believer’s conscience should indeed be his very good friend.


  The Holy Ghost doesn’t try to reveal things to me that I’m not ready to handle. If God revealed in one swift blow everything that’s wrong with us, we would be devastated. I still remember the first time God revealed to me that it was hard for people to get along with me. I thought everybody else had a problem, but not me.


  One day I was praying for Dave to change, and the Holy Ghost came to me and said, “Dave isn’t the problem.” God showed me that some of my attitudes were wrong, and some of the ways I acted were wrong. I cried for three days! That was in 1976, but it marked the beginning of major changes in my attitude and actions and ultimately my life.


  I love that God speaks directly and precisely to me. I welcomed change after I received the infilling of the Holy Ghost. By now God has shown me many things that would have had me crying for years if He had shown them to me all at once. God is so good to deal with us about one thing at a time.


  Perhaps you can think of something you did a few years ago that would bother your conscience if you tried to do it now. It may not have bothered you five years ago, but because God has talked to you about it, you would not think of doing it anymore.


  God speaks to us about issues, works with us to bring correction, and then lets us rest for a while. But eventually, as long as we’re still listening, He will always talk to us about something new.


  We used to walk through life on a wide and reckless path, but now we are guided down that narrow path. I remember saying to God once, “It seems like my path gets narrower all the time.” I remember feeling that the path God was leading me on was getting so narrow that there was no room on it for me. No wonder Paul said, “It’s no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (see Galatians 2:20). When Jesus comes to live in us, He takes up permanent residence and slowly expands His presence until there is more of Himself and less of our old selfish nature.


  We cannot operate properly in faith if we have a guilty conscience about not obeying what we know God wants us to do. Such conviction affects our faith and our worship of God. The apostle Paul talked often about his conscience, saying, “I am speaking the truth in Christ. I am not lying; my conscience [enlightened and prompted] by the Holy Spirit bearing witness with me” (Romans 9:1).


  We cannot operate properly in faith if we have a guilty conscience.


  Whatever Paul did, he was accustomed to checking to see if his conscience was bearing witness of God’s approval. Paul said he knew he was doing the right thing because the Holy Ghost enlightened his conscience. Paul obviously lived with “a reining ear.”


  We need to live the same way.


  If our conscience does not bear witness, if we don’t believe that God is in agreement with what we plan to do, we should not proceed, even if we can’t explain why we feel something isn’t right. I’m not talking about basing our decisions on feelings, but there is a sense of uneasiness when God is speaking through our conscience to keep us from stepping off the narrow path of His best for us. Our obedience to the voice of God causes us to be a blessing to the people around us.


  GOD WILL TALK TO US ABOUT BALANCE


  Listening to the Holy Spirit will keep us balanced in every area of our lives. The Spirit will tell us when we’re spending too much, or even not spending enough. Some people are extravagant, and some are stingy; neither one represents balance. First Peter 5:8 states that we are to be well balanced in order to keep Satan from taking advantage of us.


  Some people do too much for their kids, and that’s why their kids are in trouble. Well-intentioned parents can make everything too easy for their children, preventing them from growing up with a sense of responsibility and dependence on the Lord.


  When our children were small, there were times we wanted to give them something, but we felt uncomfortable about it. We learned to pay attention to our intuition and wait until we had peace. At times we would have to say, “I don’t have peace about this.” If they were upset, we encouraged them to pray that God would reveal what was right concerning the situation. Even children can learn to wait for peace to guide them.


  Our children are now grown, and they’re all sensitive to the voice of the Holy Spirit, so we can do quite a bit for them now. They always have good attitudes and also want to do things for us. We enjoy great relationships with them.


  You don’t need to make excuses to anyone for waiting on the Holy Spirit to direct your decisions. Choose to be led by peace. I believe that’s the way Paul lived. When people judged Paul, he responded by boldly saying that he commended himself in the sight and presence of God to every man’s conscience (see 2 Corinthians 4:2).


  When accused, I believe that Paul checked his conscience to see if he felt conviction in his heart. Most of us check our logic or our feelings. We check with our friends, but often fail to check with God. When the accuser comes, we should simply ask God for the truth, saying, “Okay, Lord, did I do something wrong?”


  If we didn’t do wrong, we can resist the accuser and move on. If we did do wrong, we can repent and still move on. Knowing that God will not condemn us, even if the accuser is right, gives us the freedom to turn to God for confirmation about any doubt we may have. God wants to put condemnation to death. He wants us to be free and not under bondage. He wants peace to govern our lives and keep us balanced.


  Sometimes when people feel accused, it may not be their conscience convicting them of guilt. Their feelings of guilt may be the residual effect of some leftover problems from the past. A good example is a girl who had an alcoholic father who always put her down. He said terrible things to her all the time, and as a result she grew up feeling she was worthless and of no value. She is now a sweet girl who loves the Lord and has a precious family, but because of her sense of guilt she will not do anything for herself.


  She won’t buy herself anything. She won’t take vacations. She won’t treat herself to any pleasure at all. I talked to her about this issue over the years, and I can see that she has made some progress. She is realizing that out-ofbalance self-denial is not God’s will for her. It is a result of the way her father treated her.


  After discovering that her conscience is clear before the Lord, she still finds it difficult to do anything nice for herself. When shopping she often puts things in her cart, and then puts them back on the shelf. Her husband will say, “Why are you putting that back? I thought you needed it.” But if she feels that she can do without it, she puts it back.


  Be careful not to confuse feelings with God’s leading.


  After years of walking with God, she still feels she doesn’t deserve nice things because she isn’t worthy of them. Her conscience approves, but her mind will not get into agreement with it because of the things in her past. But deep down inside she knows that God wants to bless her.


  I share her story because so many people can relate to her feelings. Many people have a sense of guilt, but it’s not necessarily their conscience speaking to them. We need to be careful not to confuse feelings with God’s leading. God wants us to enjoy life.


  In situations like this, I have learned not to simply follow the feelings or my mind but to practice taking a moment to sense what is deep in my spirit. The Spirit of Truth is in our spirit and will guide us into all truth as we wait on Him.


  I understand why some people become unbalanced and feel it is wrong to be happy. As a child, anytime I was having fun, I was made to feel guilty. We children weren’t allowed to enjoy anything. If we looked as if we were having fun, we would be told, “What are you doing? Get in here! You don’t need to play.”


  Because I grew up in an abusive home, I had to deal with a lot of guilt. I had to learn the truth about conviction for an offense against God by reading and studying the Word to know exactly what He wanted from me. I came to understand that God does not want me to feel guilty about the things that happened to me that I couldn’t help.


  For years I felt that everything in my life should be work, work, work. As long as I was working, as long as I was accomplishing something, as long as I was doing what everybody wanted me to do, I didn’t feel guilty anymore. But that was not God’s voice of balance speaking to me.


  We may feel like working, but our conscience may be telling us to stop and just have fun. If we listen to our conscience that has been enlightened by the Holy Spirit, it will tell us to relax and enjoy ourselves.


  I’ll never forget when my kids were trying to get me to watch a movie with them. They kept saying, “Mom, come on! You don’t have to work all day and pray the rest of the time. We know you love God. Come in here and watch a movie with us. Let’s pop some popcorn and have some fun.”


  I finally took my body in there, laid it on the couch, and ate popcorn and watched a movie with my children. We had sodas, and everything was good, but I was feeling guilty. I thought, Come on, Joyce, the soda is diet, the popcorn is low fat, and the movie is Disney. What are you feeling guilty about?


  It wasn’t my conscience speaking to me; it was those old wounds from my childhood. If I had checked with God, I would have known that it was not wrong to take time to be with my family. There’s nothing wrong with taking a day off. There's nothing wrong with having fun. There’s nothing wrong with playing golf with my husband.


  There’s nothing wrong with any of that. But I couldn’t shake the feeling of guilt because of the way I was raised.


  People who have the most trouble obeying their conscience are often people who are insecure because they were abused. They don’t know who they are in Christ because they are so afraid of making their Father, God, mad at them. They don’t have any liberty or freedom. They live in a prison, a little box, feeling bad about every move they make.


  Jesus said, “I came that you may have and enjoy your life, and have it in abundance (to the full, till it overflows)” (see John 10:10). Stop checking with your head and feelings, and start checking with the Holy Ghost on the inside of you. You have to fight against anything that is not from God.


  A tender conscience will put you on the path to real joy in the Holy Ghost. Resist guilt and condemnation and feeling bad about every move you make, by drawing near to God.


  I have learned to simply ask God to tell me if I am doing something wrong. So many times the Lord will say, “Do all that’s in your heart. I’m with you in all that you do. Go have a good time. Have a nice day. The work will be here when you get back.”


  One day Dave asked me to play golf, and I started to say no, and then thought, Why not? I knew that God wanted me to go with Dave that day. God doesn’t want me to be lazy and neglect my responsibilities, but He also doesn’t want me to feel that all there is to life is work.


  It actually took me years to learn how to rest. I was a workaholic and made myself sick more than once by overworking and not resting. Even though I was doing “kingdom work,” I still could not ignore God’s laws of rest without paying the penalty. I have been amazed at the good health I have enjoyed once I learned to rest properly and not feel guilty about it.


  The Bible says to stand fast in the liberty in which Christ has made us free and not to be ensnared again in a yoke of bondage, which we have once put off (see Galatians 5:1). If we want to live in freedom and liberty, we must be determined to do so. The devil will to try to make us feel guilty every time we turn around.


  Many people have been so damaged emotionally that they actually feel guilty about almost everything. They have a false sense of guilt and responsibility. I was one of those people, and you may also fall into that category. If so, what can be done?


  According to Isaiah 61:1, Jesus died to open prison doors and set captives free. That Scripture is actually referring to the prison of sin, guilt, and condemnation. Jesus died so that our sins could be forgiven and completely removed along with any sense of guilt and condemnation.


  But He was wounded for our transgressions. He was bruised for our guilt and iniquities; the chastisement [needful to obtain] peace and well-being for us was upon Him, and with the stripes [that wounded] Him we are healed and made whole. (Isaiah 53:5)


  This Scripture tells us that Jesus died for our sin and guilt. It is not His will for us to remain trapped in either. If you are like I was, and you need deliverance from a false sense of guilt, begin to pray specifically for balance in that area and study what the Bible says about your right to freedom.


  Study the love of God and learn that the Lord really does want you to enjoy your life, which is not possible when you are continually loaded down with guilt. Of course, we are to be sincerely sorry for our sins, but the Bible says there is a time for mourning and a time for rejoicing (see Ecclesiastes 3:1,4): “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning” (Psalm 30:5). It is normal to feel guilty when we first realize that we have offended God or hurt another person. But we become unbalanced when we keep the guilt even after we have repented of the wrong and believe God has forgiven us of it.


  The Lord really does want you to enjoy your life.


  I have written several other books that will help you in this area. The Root of Rejection and How to Succeed at Being Yourself are ones I would recommend. The main thing I encourage you to do is to make a decision that you absolutely will not settle for a lifetime of guilty feelings that make you miserable and prevent you from enjoying life.


  God never speaks words to make us feel bad about ourselves. True godly conviction is a positive thing that moves us into a new level of holiness. The devil’s condemnation presses us down under a heavy burden so that we can’t even hear from God. We need to resist him through prayer:


  Father,


  Your Word says that You want us to enjoy our lives so that our joy may be made complete in You. The thief comes to kill, steal, and destroy, but Jesus came that I may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance, to the full and until it overflows. Thank You, Lord.


  I ask You, Father, that I may have balance in my life, and that it may be full of joy. Give me a tender conscience that is sensitive to Your voice. Give me peace and freedom to enjoy people, my job, my family, and most of all my relationship with You. Amen.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. Is there something God has told you not to do that everyone else seems to be doing? What is it? Are you standing fast to what He said to you? What can you do to hold firm?


  2. Who in your life is like iron sharpening you? What can you do to cultivate that relationship?


  3. Are you like iron sharpening iron for someone else? Who? In what ways can you further develop this part of your life?


  4. Is there anyone in your life God is leading you to sever friendship with? Are you walking obediently?


  5. Can you think of something that used to be a habit or practice five years ago that you wouldn’t dream of doing in the present because God talked to you regarding that issue? What is it? How did He deal with you?


  6. How does our obedience to the voice of God cause us to be a blessing to the people around us?


  7. Do you find yourself feeling guilt about something in your past? Is it a false sense of guilt? If so, how? Spend some time in prayer asking God to help you overcome this feeling of guilt.


  8. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 9


  We Can Know Only in Part


  There may be times when we just can’t see through the darkness that seems to be closing in around us. It is in those times of endurance and patience that our faith is stretched, and we learn to trust God even when we can’t hear His voice.


  We can grow in our confidence level to the point where “knowing” is even better than “hearing.” As I often say, we may not know what to do, but it is sufficient to know the One who knows. We all like specific direction; however, when we don’t have it, knowing God is faithful and ever true to His promise, and that He has promised to be with us always, is comforting and keeps us stable until His time is right to speak to us more specifically (see 1 Corinthians 1:9, Matthew 28:20).


  God has said, “I will bring the blind by a way that they know not; I will lead them in paths that they have not known. I will make darkness into light before them and make uneven places into a plain. These things I have determined to do [for them]; and I will not leave them forsaken” (Isaiah 42:16).


  The Hebrew word translated “blind” in this verse is used both literally and figuratively. 1 There are many people who have 20/20 natural vision, but spiritually they are blind—and deaf. If you feel that you are just stumbling around in the darkness and don’t know what to do, I encourage you to take that promise from God in Isaiah for yourself. God wants to turn your darkness into light. He has determined to do good things for you, and He will not leave you forsaken.


  Many Christians memorize Proverbs 3:5-6 which says, “Lean on, trust in, and be confident in the Lord with all your heart and mind and do not rely on your own insight or understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will direct and make straight and plain your paths.” But they tend to forget that trust is for the times that they can’t get answers as quickly as they want them.


  It isn’t necessary to trust God when we have full understanding and knowledge of what He is doing on our behalf. The Hebrew word translated “trust” in verse 5 means to be bold, confident, secure, and sure. 2 Trust is needed in those times when, for whatever reason, we are not hearing from God as clearly as we would like.


  Before we hear from Him, we need to learn to rely on His character, ability, and strength during the times we are not hearing from Him. If we will trust Him during those times, He promises to make clear the way we should go.


  We will all enjoy (and suffer) a mixture of times in our lives when we may be certain of something in one area of which we have been seeking God, and yet uncertain in another area. We will always have new temptations to face. But we must learn to trust all situations to the Lord, even when He seems to be silent.


  God made a promise to Abraham that He would bless his heirs, and we are heirs to the promise by faith in God’s grace through Jesus Christ (see Galatians 3:29): “This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 3:6 NIV).


  Truth from God’s written Word is an anchor to our souls when we become temporarily blinded by sudden storms in life. We can always hear from God through His written Word. It never changes or wavers in its intent for us. Even if His Word does not speak to our specific situation, it does speak about God’s character, and it tells us He will always take care of us and provide a way for us.


  The Word teaches that our knowledge is fragmented, incomplete, and imperfect. We know in part and we prophesy in part (see 1 Corinthians 13:9-10). So this tells me that there will never be a time in my life or yours when we can say, “I know everything about everything that I need to know. I have every answer for my life right now. There is nothing more that I need to know.”


  He promises to make clear the way we should go.


  Now some of us may think that we know it all! But we know in part, and that is why trust is still needed no matter how much God tells us, or how clearly He speaks to us.


  He leads us. He doesn’t push us. He doesn’t hand us a map and send us on our way without Him. He wants us to keep our eyes on Him, and follow Him one step at a time. Step by step. Step by step.


  GOD GUIDES US ONE STEP AT A TIME


  Abraham learned to trust God to lead him one step at a time. His story of faith begins in Genesis 12:1: “Now [in


  Haran] the Lord said to Abram, Go for yourself [for your own advantage] away from your country, from your relatives and your father’s house, to the land that I will show you.”


  God gave Abraham step one, not step two. He basically told him that he wasn’t getting step two until he had accomplished step one. This is so simple, but so profound: God gives us direction, one step at a time.


  But you may be like many people who refuse to take step one until they think they understand steps two, three, four, and five. If so, it is my hope that you will be inspired to go forward in God’s plan for your life by trusting Him with the first step. Understanding that His will for you is revealed a step at a time should build your confidence to do at least what you know already to do. After the first few steps, your faith will grow because you will realize there is always sure footing beneath each step He instructs you to take.


  When God spoke to Abraham, He asked him to take a difficult step. He said, “Abraham, pack up your tent, leave this country that you are familiar with, leave your family, leave all your relatives, and go where I lead you. Trust Me, this is for your advantage.”


  It might not have felt to Abraham that moving would be to his advantage at that time. There is no evidence in the Bible that he was discontented or having any problems with his relatives. He might have liked them all just fine. But God told him to pack up and go to the place that He was yet to show him.


  When we obey God, we are blessed. People miss out on blessings because they don’t obey what God clearly tells them to do. God lays out a good plan for our lives so that we will walk in it. He shows us the way to go, and we are to walk that direction. Sometimes God may be gracious enough to carry us part of the way. But there comes a time when the carrying is over, and He says, “Now walk!”


  Faith often requires action.


  God wants a body of people who will obey Him, and He wants people who will obey quickly. The Lord doesn’t want us to argue with Him for three or four weeks before we will do some simple little thing. He wants us to trust Him and take the first step He calls us to take.


  People often pray for “great faith,” yet they don’t understand that faith grows as we step out to do things that we don’t have any experience in or perhaps don’t totally understand. I don’t believe anyone is automatically a person of great faith; faith becomes great through experience. It develops as it is used.


  In Luke 17:5 the apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith.” Jesus answered as recorded in verse 6, “If you had faith (trust and confidence in God) even [so small] like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, Be pulled up by the roots, and be planted in the sea and it would obey you.”


  I believe what Jesus meant was, “If you people had any faith, you would be doing something.” One of the ways we release our faith is by doing something. Faith often requires action. The apostles were doing nothing in this situation, and yet they wanted great faith.


  There are times when God does not want us to take action, because He wants us to wait for Him to take action. However, even trust is active rather than passive. We should be actively trusting God, praying, and confessing His Word in our situation while we wait on Him to act on our behalf.


  Abraham became a man of great faith by taking steps of obedience, even when He did not totally understand the steps he was being asked to take.


  God had to deal with me for an entire year before I was willing take a step of faith and obey Him concerning the ministry we are now doing. I was not purposely being disobedient. I just wanted to be real sure I was doing the right thing and that I was really hearing from God and not being led astray. The decision was a major one, and fear was fighting against my faith.


  God spoke to me about some things concerning the future of my ministry. At the time I was working on a church staff and had what I considered to be a very good position. I did, however, have dreams and visions that I felt were from God of doing many other things in ministry that could not be accomplished if I remained in my current position.


  God was speaking to me about leaving my job and taking my ministry to the north, south, east, and west. I even had many confirming words from others who did not even know what God was speaking to me. In addition, my husband had been telling me for some time that he felt I needed to step out into some new things and see what God would do. But I was afraid to take the step into the unknown.


  I had to be obedient to leave a position of security and step out into the unknown to find out what God would do next. I had heard the Lord speak: “This season in your life is complete, I am finished with you in this place.” I had a mixture of excitement and fear. I wanted to go, but did not want to take a chance on being wrong and losing what I had. I am sure at this point you know what I am talking about.


  Sometimes God gets finished with something, and we’re not finished. My spirit wanted to step out, but my flesh wanted to stay. I had soul ties to the people at the church, and I liked the security of knowing I would get a paycheck regularly and have a place to minister. I had to be willing to invest what I had in order to have what God had planned for my future.


  It wasn’t easy to obey, but God reminded me of His promise to Abraham: “And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you [with abundant increase of favors] and make your name famous and distinguished, and you will be a blessing [dispensing good to others]” (Genesis 12:2).


  We can read that promise and think, Oh, hallelujah! But we can’t forget that God required a sacrifice of obedience from Abraham in order to receive that promise. Abraham had to leave the place where he was, the place where he was comfortable. He had to leave his father, and all of his relatives, and just start moving in faith to the place that God said He would show him.


  But did Abraham worry about it? Hebrews 11:8 says, “[Urged on] by faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed and went forth to a place which he was destined to receive as an inheritance; and he went, although he did not know or trouble his mind about where he was to go.” Abraham just started moving in faith.


  I finally obeyed God too. I would like to be able to say that like Abraham, I did not trouble my mind about where to go, but in all honesty that was not the case. We needed to set up weekly meetings around the St. Louis, Missouri, area to replace the one we had at the church where I worked.


  We wanted to be obedient to what we believed God had said to us, which was to “take your ministry and go north, south, east, and west.” However, no one wanted to rent us space for the meetings. We had to be diligent and continue pressing on for what seemed to be forever, although in reality it was not that long.


  Nobody knew us outside the St. Louis area, so all we knew to do was go to the north, south, east, and west in St.


  Louis. Eventually we did rent space in banquet centers in each area, and we held either weekly or monthly meetings. Even though we had taken step one in obedience, we still had to persevere.


  The devil took advantage of our lack of experience.


  I expected God to miraculously move in major ways in response to my act of obedience, but things did not go the way I expected. Looking back, I know now they occurred properly, but I could not see that at the time. We often see more clearly and have better understanding with hindsight than we do when we are actually going through things.


  We heard “no space available” so many times that it became very discouraging. As he usually does, the devil took advantage of our lack of experience in these areas and told us regularly that we had made a mistake and would surely make fools out of ourselves.


  Dave had greater faith than I did and regularly encouraged me to press on. Eventually, we did find space to hold all of our meetings. They were successful and provided a foundation for the beginning of our ministry, Life In The Word.


  Now we go north, south, east, and west all over the world. As a matter of fact, as I am writing this section of the book, I am returning from a major Life In The Word convention in Africa where I have the privilege of being on television teaching God’s Word.


  I enjoy watching or reading biographies of various people who have succeeded in ministry, entertainment, or business. Without fail, almost every one of them has “paid their dues,” so to speak. What I mean is that in the early days of their quest they had to be very determined not to give up or quit. They endured many failures before having any success.


  Occasionally, we see what I call “shooting stars,” people who quickly rise to the top of their profession without going through all the difficult early days, but they normally don’t last too long. They come out of nowhere and disappear just as quickly. Character is developed during difficult times. Our call and desires are tested when we are told no time after time and still remain determined.


  I am told that Abraham Lincoln ran for several public offices and was defeated several times before he was elected to the office of president of the United States.


  Many people would have given up, but not him. Thomas Edison, who invented the electric light, had about a thousand experiments fail before he succeeded.


  Only determined people succeed. Just because we take a step of faith does not mean that we will avoid the rest of the process. God usually builds slow and solid, not fast and fragile.


  DON’T BE AFRAID OF MAKING A MISTAKE


  As I have said, when I stepped out to obey God, I worried that I was making a terrible mistake. Many times I argued with God: “What if I am wrong? Lord, I have a good job here. I have a good ministry at this church. I have been here for five years, and things are good. God, what if I am wrong? If I am wrong, I will lose everything that I have spent five years working for!”


  I learned that even when we are in a place of obedience, we often have no way in the natural of knowing for sure whether we are right or wrong. We have nothing more than faith to help us take that first step. We are not going to know for sure that what we are doing is the right thing until after we have done it and then look back to see if God was there to anoint our efforts.


  Sometimes we may be wrong. That thought seems frightening, so we think, I’d better just stay here where it’s safe. But if we do that, we will soon be miserable, if God has truly told us to move forward.


  I have discovered that if our heart is right, and we do the best we know to do when we hear from Him, God will redeem us and honor our steps of obedience. If we move in childlike trust to obey what we believe in our heart He has told us to do, even if that decision is wrong, God will take that mistake and work it out for our good. His word says that He makes all things work together for good to those who love Him and are called according to His design and purpose (see Romans 8:28).


  Many people are afraid to move because they think that if they make a mistake, God will be angry with them. But this is where trusting His character is so vital to walking in faith. People who are too afraid to obey are so miserable anyway that they couldn’t get any worse off by stepping out and trying to do what God is telling them to do.


  I loved my job at our home church. I didn’t leave there because I wanted to leave, but God’s anointing lifted off of me to be there, and I became miserable until I obeyed Him. I realized that I would only find peace if I tested out what I believed He had told me to do. It was the only way to find out if I was right or wrong about hearing His voice.


  So now, I exhort you with this truth: Don’t spend all your life playing it safe! Safety is very comfortable, but it may be keeping you from God’s perfect plan for your life.


  I remember one time when I was trying so hard to hear from God, and I was afraid that I was going to make a mistake. It wasn’t long after I had been baptized and filled with the Holy Spirit and I had just started hearing from God. Being led by the Spirit was new to me, so I was scared because I didn’t have enough experience to know whether I was really hearing from Him or not.


  I didn’t understand that God redeems us from our mistakes, if our hearts are right. God was trying to get me to step out in something, and I kept saying, “Lord, what if I miss You? What if I miss You? What if I miss You? Oh, I’m so scared! God, what if I miss You?”


  He answered simply, “Joyce, don’t worry; if you miss Me, I will find you.” Those words, tucked away in my heart, gave me courage to do what I believed He was telling me to do, and they have encouraged me to step out in faith many times since then.


  If you want God’s will in your life more than anything else, if you’ve done everything you know to do to hear from Him, then you have to take a chance, step out, and believe. It may not be a major decision like the one I was trying to make then, or like the one Abraham had to make. It may be a minor issue that God has impressed upon you to do. But whatever it is, the same principle applies: He leads us step by step. God’s guidance is progressive. You will find out where He wants you to go— one step at a time.


  You have to take a chance, step out, and believe.


  GOD’S DIRECTION MAY SEEM ILLOGICAL


  In my conferences I often ask people to raise their hands if they know they have not taken the step that God has put in front of them to take. Hundreds of people lift their hands in confession. They are waiting to see God’s whole blueprint, but seeing the outcome before we obey doesn’t require faith: “Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see” (Hebrews 11:1 NIV). Faith pleases God. But the assurance is in our heart, not in our circumstance. Once we have a manifestation of what we desire in our circumstance, we no longer need faith in that area.


  I took a long time before I obeyed God and left my previous job to begin our ministry. It’s a serious decision to let go of one rope without even seeing the next rope to grab. It’s irrational, and our minds fight against it. I waited, and waited, and waited, even though God was giving me all kinds of confirmation that I had heard from Him.


  It makes me think of a woman who has traveled with us to do special music. She was involved in a great church, serving on the worship team, and heavily involved in their women’s ministry. But God began to put it on her heart to lay those things down. God told her: “I don’t want you involved in this anymore. You need to spend more time with Me.” She didn’t understand what God was doing, but one by one He asked her to give up responsibilities she had enjoyed.


  She was doing a lot of good things that were blessing people. But at the same time she was believing God for better and greater things. Those new things were not happening, and they would not happen until she obeyed God. She had to leave the good place where she was in order to attain a higher calling.


  Soon she found herself sitting at home, not doing anything, with no ministry, kind of lonely. God spoke to her and said, “Start going to Joyce’s meetings.” She had four little children, seven, five, and three-year-old twins. She had to drive about forty-five minutes to get to our meetings. But God told her to come.


  I knew who she was because she had led worship at some special meetings we had held at our home church. I knew she had an excellent voice, but God hadn’t impressed upon me to ask her to sing for us.


  After about six months of seeing her faithful commitment to be at our meetings, I said to her, “If you are going to be here all the time, do you want to sing and minister?”


  She replied, “I really didn’t come with the purpose of singing in your meetings; I just felt that God told me to be there. I wanted good teaching, and so I came.” But she said she would sing whenever we felt led to include her.


  At first it was only once every few months, but God led us to His plan for her step by step. I had been praying for somebody to go on the road with us to do special music. And God sent her to us.


  This woman had a dream and a vision, but she didn’t know how God could work things out for her to travel with four little kids. It’s amazing what God can do when He’s ready. It took two years of being faithful and refusing to give up her dream before God moved her into His promise to place her in her heart’s desire, but she stuck it out and followed Him step by step until His plan for her came to pass.


  We all need to learn to “stick it out” until God’s promise comes to pass. If she had held onto the good ministry she had, she would never have progressed to see her heart’s desire being fulfilled, as she eventually did with us. We


  make the mistake of holding on to good things that keep us from the better things God has in mind for us. This woman worked with us for a few years and then stepped out again to wait for God to do even greater things through her. Yes, we arrive at our destination one step at a time, not all at once.


  Something that was once the will of God may not continue to be His will forever. He is progressive, and He leads us on to higher places. God prunes us and cuts away things that are no longer bearing the kind of fruit He desires us to bear (see John 15:1-8). This cutting away is often painful and not immediately understood, but it is necessary for us to grow into the fruit-bearing believers in Jesus Christ that He wants us to be.


  Sometimes we are so entangled and engrossed in what we are doing that we don’t hear God when He is telling us to move on or step out. We get so busy we don’t take time to examine the root of our dissatisfied feelings. I remember that I was becoming very dissatisfied with my position at the church, but I was so busy doing my job there that I did not take time to examine why I felt the way I did.


  God used my pastor to provoke me to seek God. As he put it, he realized something was “not right” with me. He came to my office one day and said, “Joyce, what’s wrong with you? You seem very distant and even uninterested in what is going on at the church.”


  Out of my mouth came these words, “Well, maybe I’m not supposed to be here any longer.” The words shocked me. I could not believe I had said what I had just heard myself say. I realize now that thought had been in my spirit for a while, but I was so afraid to think it that I was pushing it down and ignoring what God was placing in my heart. Take time to listen to God.


  Even though my pastor did not initially want me to leave, God used him to wake me up. After prayer and waiting on God to hear what He was saying, we agreed it was time for me to step out and find out what God wanted to do in my life.


  God was talking, but I was so busy that I was not listening. I encourage you not to make the same mistake I did. Take time to listen to God, and when you sincerely believe He is speaking to you, take the steps of obedience He requires.


  And remember that progress requires investment. I had to give up, or “invest,” the job I had. The woman who eventually sang in our conferences had to “invest” the job she had and spend almost a year just being faithful before God gave her more specific direction. God takes what we are willing to give up for Him, and multiplies it back to us in a bigger and more wonderful way than we could ever have imagined.


  BE DILIGENT TO LISTEN AND OBEY


  If we want God’s will to operate in our life, we must be diligent and keep doing whatever He has made clear for us to do until He tells us, “Don’t do that anymore.”


  We have a great ministry now, but we are many years down the road from where we started. I couldn’t even begin to describe all the steps that we took to get where we are now. Step by step we obeyed the voice of God, doing the things that He said to do even though they were hard. I wanted to give up two or three thousand times, and I probably cried a swimming pool full of tears.


  But God’s plan unfolded step by step. Following God is like climbing a mountain. If God showed us how high the mountain really is that He wants us to climb, we might be afraid to take the first step. We might argue that we’re not ready, that we’re not at all prepared to go all the way to the top. So He covers the top of the summit with a cloud, and all we can see is the step before us.


  That first step looks manageable, so we take it. And then we take another step, and another, and another, until one day we find ourselves at the top of the mountain without even realizing where we were headed when we began. Then we are very glad we took the journey.


  I have spent time getting this message of trust established in your heart because I believe it is vital to understand why God calls for faith with each step. You may think that you are not hearing from God because you don’t see the whole picture, but trust that He is showing you all that you need for today. Do what is in front of you to do, and even if you are not hearing perfectly, God will honor your obedience and will complete His full plan for you.


  I recall a woman who came to me complaining that she could not hear from God, that He was not speaking to her even though she was seeking Him about some things. He told me that there was no point in speaking to her about doing something else until she had done the last thing He had told her, which she had not done yet.


  In God’s plan for us, we cannot skip steps that we don’t like and move on to other ones. We cannot skip the hard steps or the ones that require sacrifice. I repeat: Following God’s plan for our life requires investment.


  We must sacrifice self-will to have God’s will; we must sacrifice our way to find His way. Don’t be afraid of sacrifice; it eventually sets us free to be all we desire to be.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. What does it mean to trust God?


  2. Do you trust God at all times? Are you trusting Him now in your present circumstances? Are there areas in which you need to trust Him more? What are they?


  3. How do you go about trusting God more? What Scriptures can you use to do so?


  4. What is a small step has God directed you to take recently? Are you resisting because He hasn’t told you the whole plan?


  5. How does action release faith? Have you experienced this in your own life?


  6. Is there something in your life currently that you need to invest in in order to make progress? Is there a sacrifice you need to make to find His way?


  7. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 10


  God Opens And Shuts Doors Of Opportunity


  We all need to hear from God each day, about many different issues, but there are critical times in our lives when we especially need to know that we are hearing clearly from Him. God wants to speak to us, but we have to be careful that we don’t develop a closed mindset about how He has to speak to us. As I pointed out earlier in this book, God has many ways through which He may choose to speak, but whichever way He chooses, He does promise to direct our paths.


  It’s not always easy to know if we are hearing from God or if we are hearing from our own emotional reasoning. Some people say it took them years to learn how to hear from God, but I believe that’s because there hasn’t been enough clear teaching on how He communicates to His people. God wants us to know He is willing to lead us and guide us as a good shepherd leads His sheep. He will speak directly to our hearts, but if we are deaf to His voice, He will find other ways to lead us.


  Sometimes God speaks by opening or closing a door to something we want to do. Paul and Silas tried to go into Bithynia to preach the gospel and minister to the people there, yet the Spirit of Jesus prevented them (see Acts 16:67). We do not know exactly how that occurred; it is possible they simply lost their peace. I sense they actually tried to go into that province in Asia Minor, and God somehow kept them from doing so.


  Dave and I know from experience that God can open doors of opportunity that no one can close, and He can also close doors that we simply cannot open. I pray that God will open only the doors through which He wants me to pass. I may sincerely think something is right to do, when it may be wrong; therefore, I depend on God to close doors I am trying to walk through if I am in fact making a mistake: “A man’s mind plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps and makes them sure” (Proverbs 16:9).


  I spent many years of my life trying to organize things that I wanted to do. The result was frustration and disappointment. I know now to depend on God to open doors for me that agree with His perfect plan. God will give us favor and make things easy for us when we seek His will and His perfect timing.


  In writing to the church of Philadelphia, the apostle John, inspired by the Holy Spirit, said, “These are the words of the Holy One, the True One, He Who has the key of David, Who opens and no one shall shut, Who shuts and no one shall open” (Revelation 3:7).


  Sometimes the only way to discover God’s will is to practice what I call “stepping out and finding out.” If I have prayed about a situation and don’t seem to know what I should do, I take a step of faith. God has showed me that trusting Him is like standing before the automatic door to a supermarket. We can stand and look at the door all day, but it won’t open until we take a step forward and trigger the mechanism that opens the door.


  There are times in life when we must take a step forward in order to find out, one way or the other, what we should do. Some doors will never open unless we take a step toward them. At other times we may take a step and find that God will not open the door. If we trust Him for guidance, and the door opens easily, we can trust that He is leading us to enter into the opportunity before us. In 1 Corinthians 16:9 Paul stated that God had opened a wide door of opportunity for him and his companions. He also mentioned that there were many adversaries, so we must not mistake opposition for a closed door.


  Some doors will never open unless we take a step toward them.


  Paul and his coworkers Silas and Barnabus did not sit and wait for an angel to appear or a vision to be given to them while praying for direction. They took steps in the direction they felt was correct. Many times God did open the door, but there were times when He closed the door. This did not discourage them. They were not afraid of “missing God.” They were men of faith and action. They also knew to back off quickly when it became evident that God was not permitting them to follow their own plan.


  TEST YOUR OPTIONS


  People ask often, “How do I find my ministry?” Some spend many immobile years waiting to hear a voice or receive supernatural direction. I tell them to step out and find out, as I mentioned earlier. In the early years of my journey with God, I wanted to serve Him. I felt He had placed a call on my life, but I did not know exactly what to do. Being the bold type, I began to try different acts of service.


  For example, I worked in the nursery at church and quickly found that I was not called to children’s ministry.


  I got involved in a street ministry, and although I did it faithfully for a season I had no real grace on me for it, so I found that I was not called to street ministry. However, I came alive inside when I had any opportunity to share the Word with people on any level. I found joy in teaching, and it was obvious I was good at it.


  God gives each of us gifts for ministry to others. I don’t believe He calls us to do things we despise or that are a burden to us. This does not mean that God won’t ask us to do things we don’t particularly want to do, but God will give us grace to do it when we step out and try.


  Don’t spend your life in so much fear of making a mistake that you never do anything. Remember, you cannot drive a parked car. You need to be moving if you want God to show you which way to go. He leads one step at a time; if you take one step forward, and it’s the wrong way, He will let you know before you go too far. Step out and find out which doors God will open and which ones He will close.


  There are times when it is better to do something, rather than continue doing nothing. Faith acts even when unsure; without faith it is impossible to please God. The example of Paul and Silas trying to go into Bithynia and being prevented by the Spirit was life changing for me. Taking this biblical example, I was no longer afraid to take steps. I knew I could trust God to keep me from going places that were not in His plan for me.


  A missionary I know went to a wise man for counsel about what he should do. He explained that he knew he was called to the mission field, but he didn’t know where to go. Should he go to India, Africa, or Mexico? He stated that at times he would pray and see black faces. Other times he would see red or yellow faces. He was waiting for God to give him direction, but he had been waiting for a long, long time.


  The wise man said, “Well, brother, do something, lest you do nothing.” I believe this was sound advice. It motivated the man to step out and find where he had the grace to serve, the place that filled him with peace. When there is a calling on our lives to minister to the rest of the body, we do not have peace when sitting still.


  I do not want to mislead you. There certainly are times when we should wait on God, pray, and not take immediate action. But there are also times when the only way we can discover God’s will is by stepping out in faith.


  I took baby steps at first and found that little steps won’t cause big trouble if we are wrong.


  We can test the waters. Just as we put our toe in the swimming pool to see if the water is cold or warm, we can take a small step toward what we think God wants us to do and see if the path is warm and inviting or cold and dark. I encourage you to take one step; if God opens the door, then take another step. If He closes the door, then back off, try another direction, or wait a while. Always pray and step out again.


  The only way we can discover God’s will is by stepping out in faith.


  When Dave and I felt that God was calling us to begin a television ministry, we began to take steps. We could not do it without money, so the first thing we did was write to the people on our mailing list asking friends and partners of our ministry to give financially toward helping us start a television ministry. We felt God had placed a certain amount of money in our hearts that we would need to begin, and that is exactly how much came in.


  We took another step. We hired a producer, which God also had to provide. A man had applied for a job as a television producer three months before God spoke to us. We had told him we did not have a television ministry and would not be able to use his services. We remembered the man and realized that God had provided for us before we even knew we had a need.


  The next thing we did was buy time on a few stations once a week. As they paid for themselves, and we saw good fruit, we bought more time. Eventually, we went on daily television and now have a worldwide daily program that prayerfully is helping millions of people.


  We took baby steps at first. Although we don’t live by circumstances, it is not wrong to see whether God is showing favor in certain circumstances to lead us in a certain way.


  GOD’S WAYS ARE NOT OUR WAYS


  There are certain things that God must do in order for things to work for us. We may be able to manipulate some things, but not all things. For example, Dave and I could not produce a television program and begin to air it without money. We had no way of getting enough money on our own, so God had to provide it. Had we written to our friends and partners and not received the money, we could not have taken another step. This was a circumstance in which God had to get involved.


  We often teach people not to pay attention to their circumstances, and that teaching has value. We walk by faith, not by sight or feelings (see 2 Corinthians 5:7). Yet, there are certain things God must do first in order for us to fulfill our calling.


  Suppose a woman prays and feels she should work to help with the family expenses. She decides to get a job, but she has two small children. If she cannot find a babysitter, she cannot go to work. That is a circumstance that God must take care of in order for her to move forward. If I were in her circumstance and could not find someone to care for my children, I would doubt that going to work was God’s answer at that time for my life.


  In 1977 God told me to stop working and prepare for the ministry to which I felt He was calling me. By that time I knew I wanted to teach God’s Word worldwide, but God knew I needed preparation by spending time set apart with Him. I made good wages at my job and enjoyed many benefits. I wanted to obey God, but I was afraid we would not have enough money. I eventually quit my fulltime job and got a part-time job.


  God had not told me get a part-time job. He had told me to quit working and trust Him for provision. Each month we were already forty dollars short of having enough to pay our bills. If I did not work, we would not have any money for extra expenses such as car repairs, clothes, or unexpected needs.


  So I shared a job with another woman; one week I worked two days, and the next week I worked three days. I thought this arrangement left me plenty of time to prepare for ministry, but I did not realize that a major part of the preparation was learning to lean entirely on God and be delivered from my independent nature. I was good at taking care of my own needs and providing for myself, but I had to learn a new way of living.


  Nothing seemed to go right at this new job. When I touched equipment, it broke down. I felt uncomfortable and rejected by the other workers. Then unusual things began to happen. One day I noticed the office manager copying pages from a book and asked what the book was. She said, “My book on witchcraft.”


  I got weak in the knees as I realized the situation I was in. I thought, God has put me here to help this woman, so I tried to talk to her about the error of her ways. I actually saw a demonic manifestation on the woman’s face. Her skin turned an ugly yellow color, and her expression suddenly looked evil. From that day forward, my circumstances only got worse. I worked on a bookkeeping machine, and it continually broke down, but no one could find anything wrong with it. It worked for other operators, but not for me.


  One day the office manager came to me and said, “Joyce, you’re fired!” I was not the type of person who got fired. I had always been known as a good worker and a dedicated employee. I think it safe to say that God closed that door. I had disobeyed Him by taking a part-time job. God is not interested in part-time obedience. Since I was in disobedience, Satan was able to lead me into what was intended to be a trap for my life and possibly the end of my ministry before I even saw the beginning of it.


  Being fired was a circumstance I could not ignore! God worked through that circumstance to let me know without a doubt that He did not want me to work at anything except the task of preparing for ministry.


  God proved Himself to Dave and me by supernaturally providing for us month after month for six years. During those early years of preparation and teaching Bible studies in homes, we had continual financial needs, and we saw the faithfulness of God firsthand. I remember needing shoes for my children and finding new tennis shoes at a garage sale for twenty-five cents. I needed new dishcloths, and a friend came to my door saying, “I hope you don’t think I’m crazy, but I felt that God told me to bring you a dozen dish-cloths.” Those years were hard but wonderful, because we learned how to trust God!


  I don’t suggest following circumstances alone. We should also consider peace and wisdom, which are major ways that we hear from God. In other words, when I got fired from my part-time job I could have gone looking for another job, but I had no peace about it. I am sure I had no peace the first time, but I ignored it because I was not ready to depend totally on God.


  Following circumstances alone can definitely get us into real trouble. Satan can arrange for circumstances as well as God can, because he has access to this natural realm. Therefore, if we follow circumstances alone without considering other ways we hear from God, it can lead us into deception.


  God is not interested in part-time obedience.


  We know that we cannot go against God’s Word. We must be led by peace and walk in wisdom. It is easy to do a quick “inner check,” to test the barometer of peace in our heart before trusting our circumstances to lead us. Yet, we cannot totally ignore circumstances as one of the ways God speaks to us.


  The safest way to hear from God is to combine biblical methods of being led by the Spirit, and allow them to serve as a check for one another. A woman may desire to be with a married man at work because she is strongly attracted to him. She may even think it is God’s will for them to be together. But of course what she thinks is wrong, because God’s Word clearly condemns adultery or even lusting in the heart for someone. Coveting what belongs to another person is wrong, according to the Word of God.


  Satan may set up circumstances that continually place this woman with the man she is attracted to, and she can begin to think in error that God is putting them together. After all, the man has shared with her that he is having trouble with his wife at home.


  Strong desire (lust) can easily deceive people. If this woman is led by her circumstances alone, she can quickly ruin her life. If she compares her circumstances to God’s Word, she will know to disregard the circumstances.


  We should thank God that His ways are not our ways.


  Our oldest son David, who manages our World Missions Department, recently came to me wanting advice on who to hire to fill a job opening he had. He felt God wanted him to offer the job to someone he would not have chosen naturally. He tried to fill the job with several seemingly qualified people, only to have each one turn the position down. He said, “It appears that God wants the person I would not have chosen.”


  God has said in His Word, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways” (Isaiah 55:8). The individual God placed on David’s heart was the only one who was genuinely interested in the job. We knew this was another example of God helping us hear from Him through open and closed doors. God does not always give a job or a task to the most qualified person. Often a person’s heart attitude is more important than experience or credentials, especially in ministry positions.


  I have discovered that God often seems unreasonable. What He chooses to do does not always make sense to us; it does not always fit into our balance of reason. We have a tendency to want things to make sense, but God wants us to learn to be led by our trust and not by our understanding.


  We should thank God that His ways are not our ways. My life would have turned out badly if God had given me my way in many situations. It is wise for us to pray, “Your will be done, Lord, not mine.” I often tell the Lord what I would like to have, but follow it up with, “However, if You know it is not right for me, please don’t give it to me.”


  His thoughts are above our thoughts. He sees the end from the beginning. All His ways are right and sure. In the natural we can think something makes sense, but it may not be what God wants at all. You and I can hear accurately from God. We only need to apply the guidelines from His Word, and we will not be deceived.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. What do you want to hear from God about? Be specific.


  2. Have you tried stepping out in faith only to watch God shut that door? Describe your experience. Has that experience encouraged you to step out more often in faith, knowing God will correct your steps as you trust Him? Has this experience discouraged you in any way?


  3. Are you in the regular habit of testing your options? Describe an experience in which you have done so.


  4. Is there an area in your life that you are in part-time obedience to? What is keeping you from full-time obedience? Pray for strength to make that adjustment.


  5. Is God speaking to you through your current circumstances? If so, what is He saying to you?


  6. What are areas in which you are asking God for something, but still need to affirm that His thoughts and ways are not your thoughts and ways? Is every part of your life submitted to His Lordship?


  7. If God seems unreasonable to us, does that give us the right to disobey what He has said? How do you deal with God’s seeming unreasonableness?


  8. What do you believe God is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 11


  Hindrances To Hearing God


  Some people have said to me, “Well, God just never talks to me.” But I am convinced that it is more likely that they never listen, or that they have become desensitized to God’s voice. God makes many attempts to speak to us through His Word, natural signs, supernatural revelation, and internal confirmation, all of which we have discussed in earlier chapters. But there are some obstacles to hearing His voice that may need to be removed from our hearts.


  One way to miss hearing from God is by being too busy, as I have mentioned. We get so busy that we have no time to hear from God. We can even become too busy with religious activity. In the early days of my walk with the Lord, I was very enthusiastic and anxious to serve Him, so I signed up for anything that seemed even remotely interesting to me. The fruit of my trying was that I quickly discovered what I was not anointed to do. It is still better to try something rather than do nothing forever; at least by the process of elimination we can learn what God wants us to do. We learn what we are good at and what we are not good at, what we enjoy and what we don’t enjoy.


  I can get up in front of thousands of people and minister the Word without feeling uncomfortable at all. But when I was testing my options for ministry, I quickly learned that I was not anointed for children’s ministry, and even the children would agree. I also was extremely uncomfortable when I worked in street ministry. Going door to door, or walking up to people on the street, and trying to minister to them was not comfortable for me.


  I used to feel bad about that, thinking I was just a coward or afraid of what people would think of me, but I have since learned that there are people who are gifted and called to do everything. I know people who are called to street ministry, and they are as comfortable doing that as I am doing what God has called me to do.


  Those days of trying different ways to serve were good days in some ways because I did begin to discover where my anointing was. When I taught Bible studies, I loved it. It excited me. I saw good fruit. It didn’t seem like work at all. But when I did other things that I was not anointed to do, it was not that way.


  My busy life was also a drawback in that I didn’t take time to really be sensitive to God’s voice. As a result, I often spent frustrating time in “works of the flesh.” Works of the flesh are things we do without God’s power flowing through us. They are difficult, they drain us, and they produce no joy or fulfillment. They are often good things, but not God things.


  I remember once feeling very proud and smug that I was “working for God.” But the Lord said, “You are working for Me, but you don’t spend any time with Me.” This was a sobering thought that began to wake me up to what was really important to God and what wasn’t. He wanted my attention, not just my works.


  People can literally burn out on religious activity as they struggle to serve God under the law instead of seeking an intimate, conversational relationship with the Lord. Jesus said that His yoke is easy to carry and His burden is light (see Matthew 11:30). Anyone who is feeling worn out and wasted from the work they are doing for God is probably spending too much time serving and not enough time sitting at His feet to hear what He wants to say to them (see Luke 10:38-42).


  He wanted my attention, not just my works.


  Many Christians are still under the Old Testament law and are missing out on the benefits of the New Testament’s dispensation of grace. We are called to relationship, not to religious activity with no relationship.


  RELIGIOUS IDEAS KEEP US FROM HEARING GOD


  I believe that religious activity can keep us from hearing God. Let me explain what I mean by “religious.” It is a term widely used today, and I could be thought to be rude if I didn’t explain what it means to me. Religious people are frequently those who follow formulas and do good works to earn God’s favor but who don’t have a close personal relationship with Him. God does not initiate religious works; they are done for God and usually without God.


  Jesus did not die so we could have religion; He died so we could be one with God through Him, so we could have a deep personal relationship with the Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.


  Jesus was actually very upset with the religious people of His day. He said they were “whitewashed tombs full of dead men’s bones” (see Matthew 23:27). They followed rules and regulations and made laws for others to follow, but they did not attend to the more important matters such as really helping people out of right motives.


  The following passage in Matthew 23:23-28 shows how Jesus felt about religious activity. In it He said:


  Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, pretenders (hypocrites)! For you give a tenth of your mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected and omitted the weightier (more important) matters of the Law—right and justice and mercy and fidelity. These you ought [particularly] to have done, without neglecting the others. You blind guides, filtering out a gnat and gulping down a camel! Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, pretenders (hypocrites)! For you clean the outside of the cup and of the plate, but within they are full of extortion (prey, spoil, plunder) and grasping self-indulgence. You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and of the plate, so that the outside may be clean also. Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, pretenders (hypocrites)! For you are like tombs that have been whitewashed, which look beautiful on the outside but inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything impure. Just so, you also outwardly seem to people to be just and upright but inside you are full of pretense and lawlessness and iniquity.


  The scribes and Pharisees were the most religious people of their day, yet they were not pleasing to God. God has always been more interested in the condition of people’s hearts than the works of their hands.


  Religious people set up rules to demonstrate what they believe is a sign of holiness. They try to make other people follow those rules. They are legalistic and rigid, not realizing that holiness is the result of a changed heart from spending personal time with God.


  If we aren’t sensitive to God’s mercy, and if we aren’t merciful to others, we will lose our sensitivity to God’s voice. Legalistic people have one way of doing things.


  They believe that anyone who doesn’t live their way is wrong.


  Jesus has empathy for people who have been abused by religious law and oppressed by that kind of religious leadership. He wants to see people healed and restored so that they can know that God is good, that He is full of mercy and is long-suffering, slow to anger, and ready to forgive. God gives grace freely, which is His power to help us do what we cannot do on our own. When He tells us to do something, He doesn’t leave us powerless; He gives us what we need to do it.


  When Jesus said, “Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden” (Matthew 11:28), He was talking to people suffering from spiritual burnout. He wants to comfort those who are worn out from trying to serve and who are feeling like failures. There are thousands and thousands of people in the church today who are in this overworked and underfed condition. People want to have a powerful relationship with God and have done everything that so-called religion has told them to do, and yet they still find themselves empty.


  If we aren’t sensitive to God’s mercy, we will lose our sensitivity to God’s voice.


  In their desire to please God, they have replaced seeking God with working for Him. God wants us to do kingdom works, which are things He leads us to do; but He does not want us to be busy in religious activity, thinking He is pleased with our sacrifices which He did not ask us to make. How can people do the works of God if they have not taken time to hear from Him that they should do them?


  The Bible says that we must be born again (see John 3:1-8) —it doesn’t say that we must be religious. We must let Jesus come into our lives and sit on the throne of our hearts to rule and reign over every step we take. When He tells us to go a certain direction, He will also issue to us the power we need to do what He has told us to do. Jesus will never say, “Just do it!” He always gives us the power to do whatever He tells us.


  The greatest hindrance to hearing from God is trying to get to Him through works instead of through a personal relationship with Him by being born again and fellowshipping with Him regularly. People can go to church for years and do religious things all their life without ever knowing Jesus as the Lord of their life.


  It is frightening to realize that there are probably thousands of people sitting in churches every week who won’t go to heaven. As I often say, “Sitting in a church won’t make a person a Christian any more than sitting in a garage will make them a car.”


  In Matthew 7:20-23 the Bible states that there are people who will say in the judgment, “Lord, Lord, we have done many mighty works in Your name,” and He will say to them, “I never knew you; depart from Me, you who act wickedly [disregarding My commands]” (v. 23). People can be doing good works and yet disregarding God’s commands if they are not taking the time to spend with Him and hear His instructions.


  If you are not sure you have been born again, if you have never acknowledged Jesus as the Lord of your life, if you desire to have an intimate relationship with Him so that you can hear His voice, begin a new life by simply and sincerely praying this prayer:


  Father in heaven,


  You loved the world so much You gave Your only begotten Son to die for our sins so that whoever believes in Him will not perish, but have eternal life. Your Word says we are saved by grace through faith as a gift from You. There is nothing we can do to earn salvation.


  I believe and confess with my mouth that Jesus Christ is Your Son and the Savior of the world. I believe He died on the cross for me, bearing all of my sins and paying the price for them. I believe in my heart that You raised Jesus from the dead.


  I ask You to forgive my sins, and I confess Jesus as my Lord. According to Your Word, I am saved and will spend eternity with You! Fill me with Your Holy Spirit to live in me and guide me in Your ways. Give me ears to hear Your voice so that I may follow You from this day forth. Thank You, Father. I am so grateful! In Jesus’ name, I pray. Amen.


  If that was the first time you ever prayed that prayer, I encourage you to read the following verses of Scripture to confirm in your heart this new intimate relationship with


  God that you now have: John 3:16; Ephesians 2:8-9; Romans 10:9-10; 1 Corinthians 15:3-4; 1 John 1:9; 4:14-16; 5:1,12,13.


  God will give you the power and the strength you need to serve Him in righteousness and holiness. Jesus is not a hard taskmaster. In His Word He has said:


  Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy-laden and overburdened, and I will cause you to rest. [I will ease and relieve and refresh your souls.] Take My yoke upon you and learn of Me, for I am gentle (meek) and humble (lowly) in heart, and you will find rest (relief and ease and refreshment and recreation and blessed quiet) for your souls. For My yoke is wholesome (useful, good—not harsh, hard, sharp, or pressing, but comfortable, gracious, and pleasant), and My burden is light and easy to be borne. (Matthew 11:28-30)


  Jesus was saying, “I am good, and My system is good—not harsh, hard, sharp, or pressing.” Religious rules and regulations can be harsh, hard, sharp, and pressing. You can easily get overburdened if you don’t know how to do everything that you feel is expected of you. But Jesus is saying to you here: “I’m not that way. My system is not that way. It’s not hard, harsh, sharp, and pressing, but it’s comfortable, gracious, and pleasant.”


  Religion tells us what to do, but it doesn’t tell us how to do it. If God didn’t give me the power to run a ministry like Life In The Word, I would be in way over my head. But it’s not hard for me. I’m comfortable doing what God has equipped me to do. I wouldn’t be equipped with any power to get it done if I were trying to serve God because of some religious conviction and just doing works without hearing from Him.


  Rules leave us on our own and make us feel guilty when we can’t live up to what is expected of us. But when we do good works because of a personal leading from God, we are both motivated and empowered to serve Him.


  If someone asks us, “What religion are you?” we should talk to him or her about our personal relationship with Jesus instead of what particular church we attend.


  I like to answer that question with, “Thank you for asking; I don’t have any religion, but I do have Jesus.” We need to get accustomed to asking people, “Do you know Jesus? Is He your Friend? Do you have a personal relationship with Him?”


  Religion tells us what to do, but it doesn’t tell us how to do it.


  Jesus leads us to a place that is comfortable, gracious, and pleasant. I believe it’s easy to serve God if we learn to hear from Him before we struggle to do things for Him that He never asked us to do.


  Before you start getting busy doing good works, take time and seek God about whether they are His works, which He is leading you to do, or whether you are just doing things in an effort to please Him. If you discover that you are involved in works of the flesh and that there is no real anointing from God on you to do them, don’t be afraid to lay them down and seek God about His will for your life.


  HARD-HEARTEDNESS KEEPS US FROM HEARING GOD


  As we have seen, in His Word God says of His people, “I will give them one heart [a new heart] and I will put a new spirit within them; and I will take the stony [unnaturally hardened] heart out of their flesh, and will give them a heart of flesh [sensitive and responsive to the touch of their God]” (Ezekiel 11:19).


  When we give our lives to God, He puts a sense of right and wrong deep within our conscience. But if we rebel against our conscience too many times, we can become hard-hearted. If that happens, we need to let God soften our hearts so that we can be spiritually sensitive to the leadership of the Holy Ghost.


  I was very hard-hearted before I began really fellowshipping with God. Being in His presence regularly created the new heart in me that Jesus died for me to have. Without a heart sensitive to the touch of God, we will not recognize many of the times He is speaking to us. He speaks gently, in a still, small voice, or with gentle conviction about a matter.


  Those who are hard-hearted and busy “doing their own thing” will not be sensitive to God’s voice. I am grateful that He has softened my heart with His Word, because a hardened heart cannot receive the blessings that He wants to give.


  If you don’t relate to having a hard heart yourself, perhaps you have to deal with hard-hearted people and need to know how to pray for them. As I have said, I pray that my conscience will remain sensitive to the Lord.


  Before I began listening for God to direct me, I could mistreat somebody, and God would have to deal with me, and deal with me, and deal with me about it before I would admit that my behavior was wrong.


  I am not that way anymore; God has changed me, because He is in the business of changing people. Now when my conscience nudges me to apologize to someone, I quickly act to make things right again.


  My older son was really hard-hearted too, and I have watched God change him. Now he is so tenderhearted, he loves ministering to hurting people. If he says or does anything that he senses might hurt someone’s feelings, he can hardly wait to go back and apologize.


  When we talk about learning to hear from God, we don’t mean just listening for God to tell us what to do; often He tells us what not to do. In other words, if we are taking an action or behaving in a way that is not pleasing to Him, we need to discern that He is not pleased with us and be willing to make an adjustment.


  God changes people. It’s a promise in His Word. He says,


  “I will take that stony and unnaturally hardened heart out of you and I will give you a heart of flesh, a heart that is sensitive to the touch of your God” (see Ezekiel 36:26).


  Having a hard heart causes a lot of problems. For example, Jesus said that He was not in favor of divorce because divorce is the result of hard-heartedness (see Matthew 19:1-9). I also believe that most divorces are because of the hardness of someone’s heart. Either one party is so hard-hearted he or she won’t wait for God to change their spouse, or else one party is so hard-hearted that the other one just can’t endure it any longer.


  I was very difficult to get along with in the early years of our marriage. I was hard-hearted from being repeatedly abused in my childhood. However, Dave had a strong relationship with God and was willing to pray for me and wait for God to change me. Dave heard God say, “Pray and wait,” and I am eternally grateful that he did.


  If we had both been hard-hearted, I am sure we would not be married today. There are times when divorce is the only answer to a situation, but it should be the exception, not the rule. There are far too many divorces today.


  I have even heard that the divorce rate is greater among those who claim to be Christians than those who don’t— which is sad. As His children, God gives us a new heart— His heart—and we should learn to be more merciful and long-suffering, as He is. He gives us His heart so that we can ultimately learn to represent Him, doing the same thing He would do in any given situation.


  Hard-hearted people break marriages and friendships too quickly and thus, lose out on the richness of God’s purpose and plan for their lives. Just think what Dave and I would have missed had he given up on me in those early years. Because he didn’t do that, we are now helping millions of people worldwide through the ministry opportunities God gives us. If we had not been faithful to God and to one another, we would have missed that blessing, and God would have had to choose someone else.


  As His children, God gives us a new heart—His heart.


  God begs us not to harden our hearts, indicating that to do so is a choice of our own will:


  Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says: Today, if you will hear His voice, Do not harden your hearts, as [happened] in the rebellion [of Israel] and their provocation and embitterment [of Me] in the day of testing in the wilderness. (Hebrews 3:7-8)


  When we hear from God, we have the choice to respond with humility and trust, or to harden our heart and ignore Him. Regrettably, when people don’t get what they want, or when they go through trials and tests, many of them choose to harden their heart.


  That’s exactly what happened to the Israelites when they were making the trip through the wilderness. God led them into the wilderness so that He could prove to them that He would do good for them and that they could trust Him (see Deuteronomy 8:2-3). He had great things planned for them, but He tested them first to see if they were really going to believe Him. That is why He tells us not to harden our heart as they did.


  Don’t let trials make you bitter; let them make you better. In Hebrews 3:9-11 the Lord says:


  Your fathers tried [My patience] and tested [My forbearance] and found I stood their test, and they saw My works for forty years. And so I was provoked (displeased and sorely grieved) with that generation, and said, They always err and are led astray in their hearts, and they have not perceived or recognized My ways and become progressively better and more experimentally and intimately acquainted with them. Accordingly, I swore in My wrath and indignation, They shall not enter into My rest.


  Many problems affected the children of Israel because they had hardened their hearts. They wouldn’t learn the ways of God, and so they couldn’t progressively get better; consequently, they couldn’t enter the rest of God. In verses 12 and 13 the writer of Hebrews says:


  [Therefore beware] brethren, take care, lest there be in any one of you a wicked, unbelieving heart [which refuses to cleave to, trust in, and rely on Him], leading you to turn away and desert or stand aloof from the living God. But instead warn (admonish, urge, and encourage) one another every day, as long as it is called Today, that none of you may be hardened [into settled rebellion].


  People with hard hearts are rebellious and refuse correction. They have difficulty hearing from God, and they have difficulty in relationships. They are not willing to see other people’s viewpoint; they don’t understand other people’s needs and usually don’t care. They are selfcentered and can’t be moved with compassion.


  Actually, considering all the problems that arise from having a hard heart, it seems prudent to me to begin aggressively seeking God to soften our hearts and to help us be sensitive and tender to His touch, responsive to Him.


  I have personally made the subject of sensitivity to the Holy Spirit one of prayer and seeking. I want to be sensitive to the needs and emotions of others. I want to recognize quickly when I am not behaving the way God desires. I would like to recommend that you consider doing the same thing.


  Repent of any hard-hearted attitudes God may be convicting you of. Ask Him to help you in this area and to change you. Greater sensitivity will help us hear from God promptly and clearly. We become better and better when we recognize that God’s ways are above our ways and say to Him, “God, I want Your way in my life; teach me Your ways, O God.”


  A WORLDLY VIEWPOINT KEEPS US FROM HEARING GOD


  The Word of God teaches us that as believers we are in the world but not of the world (see John 17:13-18), which means that we cannot have a worldly view of things:


  Do not be conformed to this world (this age), [fashioned after and adapted to its external, superficial customs], but be transformed (changed) by the [entire] renewal of your mind [by its new ideals and its new attitude], so that you may prove [for yourselves] what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God, even the thing which is good and acceptable and perfect [in His sight for you]. (Romans 12:2)


  It requires a constant vigilance not to become like the world in its ways and attitudes. Watching too much graphic violence in the form of entertainment can sear or harden our conscience. Many people in the world today are desensitized to the agonies that real people suffer due to all the violence that is seen in movies and on television.


  Some people claim it is not a problem to watch violence because it is “just a movie or a TV show and not really happening,” but it still affects us.


  Greater sensitivity will help us hear from God promptly and clearly.


  We can get to the point where we have no empathy when we hear reports of real tragedies or when we hear of terrible things happening to other people. When my uncle died, someone said to my aunt, “Well, praise the Lord anyway.” That person’s inability to empathize with my aunt’s pain hurt her at a time in which she was already in great distress. Those were insensitive words spoken from a hardened heart, not compassionate words from God.


  I remember when hearing of a rape or a murder on the evening news was shocking. Now, it is so frequent that it barely affects us emotionally. Dave told me that the first time his family heard of a paperboy being robbed, it was shocking news. The world has changed so much since then that such an incident would actually be considered minor today and might not even be mentioned at all.


  The news media frequently delivers negative reports, often with unemotional accounts of tragic events, and many times we listen with unemotional responses. We hear of so much violence nowadays that we hardly notice it or pay any attention to it. This is understandable, but not acceptable. Evil is progressive and will continue to increase if we don’t aggressively come against it.


  I believe this is all part of Satan’s overall plan for the world. He wants us to have a hard-hearted viewpoint, not really caring about people or their needs. As Christians we should pray for those who are hurting and vow to fight against the apathetic ways of the world’s attitudes. Single-handedly we may not be able to solve all the problems in the world today, but we can care—and we can pray.


  Jesus said, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me to preach good news” (see Luke 4:18). I believe that there are still more good things going on than bad if somebody would report them. I am not saying that we should never turn on the news broadcast or read the newspaper, but I am saying that we should not dwell on the world’s reports or conform to its viewpoint. We need to listen to what God says about current events in our lives and pray as He leads us to inter-cede for others who are affected by them.


  UNFORGIVENESS KEEPS US FROM HEARING GOD


  Long-lasting abuse can cause a person to harden his or her heart. This hardness is a survival tactic to protect the one being mistreated while enduring cruelty, which can sometimes last for years. Numbness to pain helps victims survive abuse; they simply shut off their feelings. But when emotions are turned off for years, it takes a toll on people’s health.


  Those who have refused to feel anything for a long time are afraid to feel anything again, because all they remember is horrible pain. The pain caused by abuse can be too much to bear if not faced with God’s redemptive power to heal the hurt.


  Eventually, emotional pain must be dealt with in order to let godly emotions flow in our lives again. It is difficult to change a hard heart into a tender one, but all things are possible with God (see Matthew 19:26). It requires a willingness to work with God and patience to get those feelings turned back on.


  If you have been a victim of abuse, don’t stay in that bondage. Don’t continue to treat your symptoms by staying hard-hearted. You are not really protecting yourself from further pain. Hard-heartedness is not from the Spirit of God. God created us to have feelings. We know that even Jesus wept (see John 11:35).


  God will give you the power to forgive, if you ask Him to do so.


  Anytime you open up your feelings, you will be vulnerable to feeling pain, but it will be different when Jesus the Healer is living on the inside of you. Anytime you get hurt, He will be right there to take care of that wound. Forgiveness is the only thing that will set you free from the pain of abuse. God will give you the power to forgive, if you ask Him to do so.


  I certainly understand how personal problems or a series of disappointments can harden the heart. As a result of the abuse I had suffered, I was bitter, sour, and negative. When Dave and I got married, my motto was, “If you don’t expect anything good, then you won’t be disappointed when it doesn’t happen.” But I have come a long way!


  Anytime bitterness tries to take hold of you, refuse it. You are not the only one going through difficulties. The devil backs us off in a little corner where we believe we are the only one with problems. We think, Why me? Why me?


  But sooner or later everyone goes through abuse of some sort.


  I don’t mean to sound unsympathetic, but no matter how bad your problem is, there is somebody who has a worse problem than you do. I have gone through some hard things in my life, but it is nothing compared to what I hear from others.


  A woman worked for me whose husband walked out on her after thirty-nine years of marriage and just left her a note. What a tragedy it was for her! I was so proud of her when she came to me after a few weeks and said, “Joyce, please, please pray for me that I will not get mad at God. Satan is tempting me so severely to get mad at God. I can’t get mad at God. He’s the only friend I have. I need Him!”


  That hardness of heart was trying to come on her because her life had not turned out the way she wanted. She had served God, made sacrifices, and prayed, but God had not met her need the way she had wanted.


  People have a free will, and we can’t control their free will—even through prayer. We can pray that God will speak to them and do everything He can to lead them to do the right thing, but the bottom line is that He has to leave them free to make their own choice. If someone makes a bad choice that hurts us, we shouldn’t blame it on God. If we will keep a good attitude, if we will resist embitterment, God will bless us anyway.


  I know a man who prayed that his sick son would not die. He exercised his faith and really believed that his son would live. His son did die, and the man became really bitter toward God. His heart became hardened because he didn’t get what he wanted.


  One day he finally said to God, “Where were You, God, when my son died?”


  And God said to him, “I was at the same place I was when My Son died.”


  Think of what it must have been like for God the Father to watch His son Jesus suffer all that He went through so that we could be delivered from sin and despair and set free to the blessed hope that we have today.


  Those who have been seriously abused need to forgive their abusers in order to recover from the pain that has been inflicted upon them. But many people have unforgiveness in their hearts from much milder offenses than abuse, and they need to forgive their offenders also.


  Unforgiveness, bitterness, resentment, or offense of any kind can render us unable to hear from God. The Word of God is very clear on this subject: If we want God to forgive our sins and offenses against Him, we must forgive others their sins and offenses against us.


  Ephesians 4:30-32 teaches us that it grieves the Holy Spirit when we harbor negative emotions in our heart, such as anger, resentment, and animosity. When we hold unforgiveness for any reason, frequently or for a long time, it hardens our heart and prevents us from being sensitive to God’s leading in our life.


  I heard someone say that holding unforgiveness is like taking poison, hoping your enemy will die. Why spend your life being angry with someone who is probably enjoying his or her life and does not even care that you are upset? Do yourself a favor—forgive those who hurt you! Give yourself the gift of forgiveness.


  LEGALISM CLOSES OUR EARS TO THE VOICE OF GOD


  I have mentioned how religious ritualism interferes with a Spirit-led life, but I would like to discuss the topic of legalism a little more thoroughly, because I believe it is still one of the greatest hindrances to hearing from God.


  First of all, I don’t believe that we can experience joy if we are not being led by God’s Spirit, and we cannot be led by the Holy Spirit and live simultaneously under the law. A legalistic mentality says that everybody has to do exactly the same thing, the same way, all the time. But the Spirit of God leads us individually, and often in unique, creative ways.


  The written Word says the same thing to everyone and it is not a matter of private interpretation (see 2 Peter 1:20). What this means is that the Word of God does not say one thing to one person and another thing to someone else. However, the direct leadership of the Holy Spirit is a personal issue.


  God may lead one person not to eat sugar because He knows of a health issue in his or her life, but that may not be the rule for everyone. People who are legalistic try to take God’s word to them and make it a law for everyone.


  I once heard that by the time Jesus was born, the scribes and Pharisees, the religious leaders of His day, had turned the Ten Commandments into two thousand rules for the people to follow. Imagine trying to enjoy your life while having the burden of following two thousand rules, most of which were man made!


  Jesus came to set captives free. We are not free to do whatever we feel like doing, but we have been set free from legalism and are now free to follow the leadership of the Holy Spirit.


  Jesus came to set captives free.


  Isaiah prophesied of Jesus, saying, “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed and qualified me to preach the Gospel of good tidings to the meek, the poor, and afflicted; He has sent me to bind up and heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the [physical and spiritual] captives and the opening of the prison and of the eyes to those who are bound” (Isaiah 61:1).


  The Word says, “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty (emancipation from bondage, freedom)” (2 Corinthians 3:17). Jesus wants us to have liberty and not legalism. If the Son has set you free, you are free indeed (see John 8:36).


  • Free from sin


  • Free from manipulation and control


  • Free from fear of what others think of you


  • Free from comparing yourself with everybody else


  • Free from competition with others


  • Free from selfishness


  • Free from legalism


  • Free to be an individual


  • Free to be who you are


  • Free! Free! Free!


  In Christ, we have been liberated and set free from the manipulation and control of narrow-minded, Phariseelike people who think their way is the only way to do anything.


  I hate that spirit, yet I was like a Pharisee for so many years, giving orders, getting mad at everybody who didn’t do everything as fast as I thought they should, the way I thought they should. I was harsh, hard, sharp, and pressing.


  But when I first read Matthew 11:29-30 in The Amplified Bible, I meditated on Jesus’ words until they were settled in my heart:


  Take My yoke upon you and learn of Me, for I am gentle (meek) and humble (lowly) in heart, and you will find rest (relief and ease and refreshment and recreation and blessed quiet) for your souls. For My yoke is wholesome (useful, good—not harsh, hard, sharp, or pressing, but comfortable, gracious, and pleasant), and My burden is light and easy to be borne.


  I confessed these words over and over, “I will not be harsh, hard, sharp, or pressing, but I will be gentle, meek, humble, and lowly.”


  I had to get that concept into my own hard heart. I studied the definition of the word “meekness” from Vine’s Greek dictionary. The gist of it is that meekness is Christ’s own gentle and soothing disposition and is an “inwrought grace of the soul.” 1


  It was such a powerful explanation that I literally tore the page out of the book and carried it in my wallet. There were times when I wanted to let somebody know how upset I was with them, but instead, I would get out that definition of meekness and read it again.


  My point is that getting rid of my hard heart wasn’t easy. Hard-heartedness is not mastered overnight. I personally had to work at overcoming it for years before I sensed that true meekness was finally “worked into my soul.”


  Keeping your heart tender won’t just happen—you must consciously cooperate with the Holy Ghost and let Him do the work in you that needs to be done. This is of great importance: We are not to be legalistic. If we are, we need to ask God to change us and to give us a heart of flesh that is sensitive to His voice.


  If you are legalistic or hard-hearted, pray this prayer sincerely:


  Lord,


  I don’t want to be legalistic or hard-hearted. I want my conscience to be alert so I can know when You approve or disapprove of what I am doing or about to do. I don’t want to hurt people’s feelings either consciously or unconsciously.


  I want to have compassion on hurting people and to give them real encouragement, not some flippant religious answer that doesn’t really meet their need or that leaves them more wounded than they were before. I want to be sensitive to Your touch and to Your ways. Amen.


  GRACE REMOVES OUR HINDRANCES FROM HEARING GOD


  Romans 14 is a good chapter to study if legalism is hindering your ability to hear from God. It calls for real balance, explaining that what is wrong for some people may not be wrong for others. The difference is whether they are acting upon or against their own personal convictions from the Lord.


  It makes religious people mad when we do not follow all their rules and still have a good relationship with God. As I have said, the written Word of God has rules that are the same for everyone. For example, it says not to lie; therefore, nobody has the right to lie. It says not to murder, and nobody is exempt from that instruction. But the written Word of God does not tell us how long to pray daily; it just tells us to be sure we are actively pursuing prayer.


  The Bible tells us to study God’s Word regularly, to meditate on it day and night (see Joshua 1:8). That obviously does not mean without interruption; otherwise, we could not get anything else done. The Bible therefore does not say exactly how much we should read the Bible or pray daily. Yet, there are many people who still make rules in these areas.


  I have heard people actually say, “If you’re not praying at least one hour every day, then you’re missing God’s will.” They base this teaching on the Scripture in which Jesus said, “Can you not pray with Me one hour?” (see Matthew 26:40). But Jesus was talking to His disciples about a specific situation, not making a rule for all times.


  Praying one hour a day certainly is a good goal. It is a good pattern to follow for discipline purposes, but to make a law out of it is wrong. These areas and others like them are ones in which we are to be personally led by the Holy Spirit. It is fine if people hear a teacher or preacher suggest something and feel led to do it, but they should not be made to feel guilty if they don’t do what someone else does.


  The written Word of God has rules that are the same for everyone.


  When Jesus spoke from the cross saying, “It is finished!” (John 19:30), He meant that the system of legalism was finished, that now, not just the religious priests can go into the presence of God, but that all people can speak to God and hear His voice.


  Before Jesus died on our behalf, the only way to receive God’s promises was by living a perfect, sinless life (by being very legalistic), or by offering a blood sacrifice for sin. When Jesus died and paid for the sins of mankind with His own blood, the curtain of the temple which separated people from the presence of God in the Holy of Holies was torn from the top to the bottom (see Matthew 27:50-51). That event signified that God tore that curtain in half from heaven downward, inviting us to come into His presence freely—no more sacrifices, no more legalistic rules. Even ordinary people who don’t do everything right all the time can now enter freely into the presence of God.


  The whole issue of behavior is not about whether we never make a mistake, but whether we obey God. A legalistic attitude leaves us with a hard heart, but a personal relationship with God makes us sensitive, tender, and responsive to His touch (see Ezekiel 11:19).


  The Word confirms that this new covenant of grace, this liberty to approach God, was His idea:


  Therefore, brethren, since we have full freedom and confidence to enter into the [Holy of] Holies [by the power and virtue] in the blood of Jesus, by this fresh (new) and living way which He initiated and dedicated and opened for us through the separating curtain (veil of the Holy of Holies), that is, through His flesh, and since we have [such] a great and wonderful and noble Priest [Who rules] over the house of God, let us all come forward and draw near with true (honest and sincere) hearts in unqualified assurance and absolute conviction engendered by faith (by that leaning of the entire human personality on God in absolute trust and confidence in His power, wisdom, and goodness), having our hearts sprinkled and purified from a guilty (evil) conscience. (Hebrews 10:19-22)


  Freedom from legalism is not a call to lawlessness. It is a responsibility for each of us to learn to hear from God for our own lives.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. What are the hindrances to God? What happens to those who fall prey to those hindrances?


  2. Can you identify any of these hindrances in your own life? Which ones? How can you overcome them?


  3. What are your motives for ministry? Are they pure?


  4. Why do you think people get caught up in working for God instead of seeking God? If applicable, describe a time in which you felt or acted this way. At the time, what were you feeling?


  5. Is there any reason believers should experience burnout? Explain.


  6. Are you burnt out on ministry? Have you worn yourself thin doing things for God instead of spending time with God? If so, what can you do to begin to change this?


  7. Have you chosen to harden your heart toward God? In what ways? Have you taken steps to overcome this? What happened?


  8. How does watching violence on TV affect you personally? Your family?


  9. As you examine your own life, are there man-made laws you follow (like certain times to pray or length of time spent studying the Word)? Where did you find these laws? Can you find correlation in the Word to support them?


  10. What do you believe the Lord is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 12


  Keep Your Receiver Deceiver Free


  To hear from God we must first believe that we can hear from Him. Many people want to hear from God, but they don’t really expect to hear from Him. They tell everyone,


  “I just can’t hear from God; He never talks to me.”


  These people have too much static in their “receivers” to hear Him clearly. Their ears are jammed with too many messages coming from ungodly sources. Consequently, they have a hard time discerning what God is really saying to them.


  It doesn’t do any good for God to speak to us if we do not believe we are hearing from Him. The deceiver, the devil, doesn’t want us to think that we can hear from God. He doesn’t want us to believe, so he sends little demons to stand around and tell us lies day and night that we can’t hear from God.


  But we can answer, “It is written, God has given me the capacity to hear and obey Him” (see Psalm 40:6). The Word declares that all believers have the capacity to hear and obey God and to be led by the Holy Spirit. Jesus heard clearly from the Father all the time. Many people who were standing around Jesus when God spoke to Him only heard what they thought was thunder (see John 12:29). If you are having trouble hearing from God, I encourage you to take a few moments every day and confess your faith in hearing from Him. As you confess what you believe in your heart, you will develop faith and expectancy to hear Him.


  I frequently confess: “I hear from God. I am led by His Holy Spirit. I know my Father’s voice, and the voice of a stranger I will not follow. I am led and guided by the Holy Spirit, even unto my death. God will guide me all the days of my life. He will guide me and give me the answers that I need.”


  TRUSTING GOD OPENS OUR RECEIVERS


  If we live God’s way, if we choose to serve Him, we can avoid week long wrestling matches with Him. Wisdom tells us to let God do with us what He wants, so that we don’t keep going around and around the same “mountain” all the time (see Deuteronomy 2:3 KJV). I have met people who have been circling the same obstacles and issues for twenty or thirty years. If they had simply obeyed God in the beginning, they would have moved on with their lives long ago.


  No matter how much we may enjoy where we are when God finds us, He will not let us stay there and become stagnant. He has new places to take us and new lessons to teach us. He wants to keep us full of life, full of growth, and full of His plan.


  God has said to us, “If you don’t pay attention to Me, if you ignore Me and do not give heed to My reproof, I am going to cry out to you. I will try to help you, but if you continue to give Me a deaf ear, you will come to Me in a panic when you get in trouble” (see Proverbs 1:24-28). God is merciful and long-suffering, but the time comes when we have to realize that we just need to be obedient to Him.


  When Bible teachers talk grace, everybody loves them.


  When they teach how much God loves people in the midst of their messes, everybody loves them. But I believe you will also love me for teaching you obedience. If you don’t have a good mix of all of God’s Word, you will get out of balance and get in trouble.


  Jeremiah 10:23 says, “I know that [the determination of] the way of a man is not in himself; it is not in man [even in a strong man or in a man at his best] to direct his [own] steps.”


  We don’t have the ability to run our own lives in our best interests. Only God knows what is best for us in the long run. Once I started serving Him, I knew He could do anything, so I gave Him my list of what I wanted done. I thought I could tell God how He should run my life. I thought I had a great plan and that because God is so mighty, He could bring my plan to pass. I found out that even with God’s help I still couldn’t make my plan work.


  God is merciful and long-suffering.


  Jeremiah said that it is not in a man, not even a strong man, to direct his own steps. We are not capable of running our own lives. We need God’s wisdom and guidance as well as His strength and power, so we should listen to what He has to say.


  God is looking for people who will demonstrate the glory of His presence in their lives. They will be people who obey Him in every little thing. Obedience keeps us from defiling our conscience and keeps us living for God’s glory.


  Isaiah 11:2 says, “The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon Him.” We know that this is a prophecy about Jesus, but if the Spirit of Jesus is dwelling in us and living through us, then we will enjoy all that is upon Him. We will have wisdom, understanding, counsel, might, and knowledge.


  Problems dissolve in the presence of these virtues. We don’t have to wait years to understand something if we are obedient to the leading of the Spirit. The Lord will give us quick counsel and might if we are reverential and submissive toward Him. He will neither judge us by the sight of His eyes, nor decide by the hearing of His ears (see Isaiah 11:2-3).


  People who want to have understanding, who want to hear from God, who want to have wisdom and knowledge imparted to them, must have reverential fear and awe of God. Reverential fear is to know that God is God and that He means business. He has called us His friends, even His sons and daughters, but we’re to respect Him and honor Him with reverential obedience.


  If we want to hear from God, we need to reverence Him. If we want understanding, we need to be desperate to hear from Him. I don’t want to buy equipment for our ministry without hearing from God. I don’t want to go to speaking engagements if God is not sending me. I don’t want to hire one person to work on my staff if God hasn’t told me to do so.


  Every week Dave and I desperately need to hear from God about many things. We need to hear from God about how to handle people and numerous situations. Our constant prayer is, “What should I do about this? What should I do about that?”


  A hundred things happen every week in which Dave and I have to be of quick understanding and make God-driven decisions. If we don’t obey God on Monday, our week can be in chaos by Friday. Therefore I am determined that I am not going to live in disobedience.


  If we are unwilling to hear in one area, we may be unable to hear in others.


  People are concerned about the specific will of God for their life, wondering what He wants them to do: “Lord, should I take this job, or do You want me take another job? Do You want me to do this, or do You want me to do that?” I believe God wants to give us that kind of specific direction, but He is even more concerned about our obedience to His general will for our lives. If we are not obeying the guidelines He has already given us in His Word, it will be difficult to hear what He has to say about His specific will for us. Remember, if we are unwilling to hear in one area, we may be unable to hear in others.


  OBEDIENCE OPENS OUR RECEIVERS


  We need to pray and obey God’s leading. Our obedience is not to be an occasional event; it is to be our way of life. There’s a big difference between people who are willing to obey God daily and those who are only willing to obey in order to get out of trouble. God certainly shows people how to get out of trouble, but He bestows abundant blessings on those who decide to live wholeheartedly for Him and who make obedience to Him their lifestyle.


  Many people obey God in the big issues, but they aren’t aware that obedience in the little things makes a difference in His plan for their lives. The Bible says plainly that if we are not faithful in the little things, we will never be made rulers over much. There is no sense in God telling us to do some major thing if we are not going to be faithful to do the little things. It is very important to be obedient in the smallest of things.


  Proverbs 1:23 says, “If you will turn (repent) and give heed to my reproof, behold, I [Wisdom] will pour out my spirit upon you, I will make my words known to you.”


  God says He will make His words known to us if we listen to Him when He corrects us, and if we obey when He tells us to stop doing something. He will open up wisdom to us, and we will have more revelation than we could ever imagine.


  All we need to do is to be obedient to what God has told us to do. He will reveal treasures from His Word that are hidden within it. We have not even scratched the surface of all there is to know about God. In all the years there has been teaching and preaching, since the time that Jesus was here, we have not even scratched the surface of the revelation that’s in the Word of God. If we obey Him, He will make His will clearly known to us. He will speak living words (His rhema) to us, His personal word for our lives.


  The following verses present a sobering destiny for those who choose to go their own way, ignoring fellowship with God and obedience to Him:


  Because I have called and you have refused [to answer], have stretched out my hand and no man has heeded it, and you treated as nothing all my counsel and would accept none of my reproof, I will also laugh


  at your calamity; I will mock when the thing comes that shall cause you terror and panic—when your panic comes as a storm and desolation and your calamity comes on as a whirlwind, when distress and anguish come upon you. Then will they call upon me [Wisdom] but I will not answer; they will seek me early and diligently but they will not find me. Because they hated knowledge and did not choose the reverent and worshipful fear of the Lord, would accept none of my counsel, and despised all of my reproof, therefore shall they eat of the fruit of their own way and be satiated with their own devices. For the back-sliding of the simple shall slay them, and the careless ease of [self-confident] fools shall destroy them. But whoso hearkens to me [Wisdom] shall dwell securely and in confident trust and shall be quiet, without fear or dread of evil. (Proverbs 1:24-33)


  I do not believe that God will refuse to help us just because we fail to obey Him perfectly in every single thing. But I do think we need to consider the seriousness of ignoring the grace of God that is available to us. His mercy is available, but the Word says that a day of calamity will come like a whirlwind, and that those who have ignored Him now will not be able to find Him when they call out to Him.


  I believe that God pours grace and mercy into the lives of sincere people who are wholeheartedly seeking Him and are not knowingly or willfully disobeying Him. Yet, there are lots of people who call themselves Christians who are not obeying God and are not listening to Him. We can get so confident in a “buddy system” with the Lord that we forget we are dealing with God Almighty.


  If we are not paying attention to what He says, how can our lives be anything other than a wreck? If a person is in a mess, it is because he or she didn’t pay attention to God in the past. The only way that person can ever get out of that mess is to repent and obey God’s wisdom from this day forward.


  Jesus said, “If you love Me, you’ll obey Me” (see John 14:23). Whenever I study about hearing from God, I keep coming back to the fact that we won’t hear from Him clearly if we are not obeying Him. Without obedience we have a guilty conscience. As long as we have that guilty conscience, we cannot have faith and confidence to stand in God’s presence (see 1 John 3:20-24).


  Paying attention to God’s Word should be the goal of our lives. Making money should not be our life goal. Being a big business tycoon should not be the goal of our life. Reaching the top of the corporate ladder should not be our life goal. Amassing great amounts of money and owning houses and cars and clothes should not be the goal of our life.


  The Bible tells us plainly that without faith and confidence, no matter what blessing God is trying to get to us, we will not receive it (see James 1:5-7). If we don’t behave ourselves, God doesn’t stop giving. His nature never changes, no matter what we do. He is love (see 1 John 4:8); love is not something that He turns on and off depending on our behavior. But when we know that we have done wrong, and don’t repent, we’re not able to receive from God.


  As soon as we do something wrong, the deceiver will send condemnation to try to interfere with our ability to hear God. There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (see Romans 8:1), and we are not going to do everything perfectly. But if we don’t know the truth, we won’t be free to enjoy God’s forgiveness and blessings.


  Thank God for the blood of Jesus that blots out our sins from God’s eyes. It cleanses us from the power of sin and removes the condemnation that it brings. I spent many years trying to bounce back from feeling the condemnation of disobedience. I finally grasped a higher plan—that is to do what God says to do from the start. Obedience is a better plan. I discovered that if I would just be obedient, then I wouldn’t have to struggle from feeling bad about disobeying God.


  Obey God in every little thing, and you will enjoy an excellent life. Be diligent in your obedience; go the extra mile, and do every little thing that God tells you to do. Learn to live your life before God, and not before man. Do all the little things that God tells you to do, even though nobody else may ever know. Put your grocery cart back in the stall where it belongs instead of leaving it out in the middle of the parking lot. Why? Because the owner of the property has put up a sign saying, “Please return carts here,” and God has said to submit to authority (see Titus 3:1).


  Jesus said, “If you love Me, you’ll obey Me.”


  The flesh says, “Well, everybody else leaves their carts everywhere; why should I put mine up?” Because our standard is not others—our standard is Jesus. When I compare myself to everybody else, I don’t look too bad.


  But if I compare myself to Jesus, I am humbled and ask God to help me! Until Jesus comes to get us, we need to compare ourselves to Him and the standard of holiness that He holds up for our lives.


  We have a lot of work to do in order to measure up to His standard. While we have no reason to take pride in our own flesh or our personal achievement, our effort toward excellence will keep us sensitive to God’s voice.


  THANKFULNESS OPENS OUR RECEIVERS


  God’s general will for us is to “thank [God] in everything [no matter what the circumstances may be, be thankful and give thanks], for this is the will of God for you [who are] in Christ Jesus [the Revealer and Mediator of that will]” (1 Thessalonians 5:18). We don’t need to worry about whether it is God’s will that we go to the mission field until we have learned to obey His will right where we are.


  Thankfulness keeps our ears open to hear God. The Bible says we are to thank God in everything, not for everything, but in everything. That means that no matter what is going on in our life, we are not to complain, murmur, grumble, or find fault. God doesn’t want to hear us whine because whining is evidence that we have no faith in His ability to make things better.


  He would rather hear us say, “Well God, this is definitely a sacrifice of praise, but I give thanks to You because You are great and mighty; even in the middle of this mess, You are still great and mighty.” God honors us when we demonstrate that kind of faith. He will speak to our receptive ears and lead us out of trouble.


  People who grumble and complain from daylight until dark never hear God, because to hear Him they must quit complaining! It took me years to discover that fact. I grumbled and complained and murmured and found fault with everybody, and then was jealous because everybody else was getting a word from God.


  “Why isn’t anything good happening to me?” I would groan.


  Dave kept telling me, “Joyce, good things aren’t going to happen in our life until you get stable.”


  Then I would get mad at him for telling me that and would snap back, “You don’t have any compassion at all!”


  I wanted him to get negative along with me, but we really would have been in a mess if he had agreed with me. Finally, I learned that if I wanted to hear from God, I had to quit complaining. The Bible says it is God’s will for us to thank Him in everything.


  Sometimes I thanked Him with tears running down my face, sitting on the edge of my bed and crying, “God if You want to know the truth, I want to go somewhere and have a screaming fit! But I am going to obey You because I have done everything else, and nothing else works. You said to thank You in everything. Thank You, Lord. Thank You that You are still God and that You are still on the throne. Thank You that You are doing good things, even though I am in an awful mess. Thank You, thank You, thank You that I am saved.”


  After telling us to thank God in everything, the next verse says, “Do not quench (suppress or subdue) the [Holy] Spirit” (1 Thessalonians 5:19). I believe we quench the Holy Spirit through complaining. We need the Holy Spirit to work in our lives. The more thankful we are, the more freedom the Holy Spirit has to work in our situation. It’s natural to complain, but it is supernatural to give thanks when we are tested and tried by life’s circumstances.


  People who grumble and complain from daylight until dark never hear God.


  ASKING GOD FOR ANSWERS OPENS OUR RECEIVERS


  “If any of you is deficient in wisdom, let him ask of the giving God [Who gives] to everyone liberally and ungrudgingly, without reproaching or faultfinding, and it will be given him” (James 1:5). The context of this verse has to do with enduring trials.


  If we need help, we are to ask God with confidence, and He will not judge us. He will not find fault in us for asking. He often broadcasts His answers to us in many ways, but if our receivers are jammed with unbelief, we can’t receive them. Without faith we won’t be listening for His answer. The Word explains that when we ask God for something, we must ask in faith with no wavering, no hesitating, and no doubting (see James 1:6). God wants us to be totally confident in Him to manifest His power and love in our lives. He doesn’t ask us to live perfectly; He just asks us to trust Him and obey Him.


  In answer to our plea for help, God may convict us of our need to apologize for offending someone. If we don’t do it because of our embarrassment or pride, our guilt will stand in the way of our hearing from God. We shouldn’t


  be surprised if every time we come to God for wisdom in a new area, we only hear the last thing He told us to do. We need to swallow our pride and just do it. Every time I have finally obeyed God, I have been greatly rewarded, both with relief and with a renewed relationship with Him and the people from whom I have been estranged through my disobedience.


  Now I have reverential fear and awe of God and am obedient to His instructions. If God tells me to apologize to somebody, I go and do it. Sometimes it is hard, and sometimes it is embarrassing. Pride is lumpy; it doesn’t go down easy. I would much rather that person came to me and fell all over me with apologies, but if God tells me to go, I go because I have developed a reverential fear and awe of the mighty God I serve. I know I can’t give God some flimsy excuse for disobedience and expect to hear clearly from Him and operate in His anointing.


  Another thing God may instruct us to do is to bless someone by giving them something that belongs to us. I encourage you not to fall in love with your belongings, then you won’t be so oppressed when God tells you to get rid of them. I agree that it’s hard to give things away if God tells you to do so, but it’s more difficult to stand before Him with a guilty conscience than to just follow through and be a blessing to someone. We need to keep a right attitude toward things; having the peace of God and being able to hear from Him is much more important than holding on to things.


  WHOLEHEARTED ATTENTION OPENS OUR RECEIVERS


  Everything that we take in through our ears and our eyes is either going to prosper us or poison us. Our hearts are like radios, and if we want to pick up God’s message to us, we cannot tune in to all the other junk that is going on around us. God is broadcasting the assurance of His love for us, but there can be too much interference around us to hear Him speak.


  We need to be quiet and peaceful in order to hear Him. Peace comes by obeying God to the very best of our ability and by the cleansing power of the blood of Jesus. Sometimes we depend on the cleansing power of the blood, yet we fail to understand the extreme importance of obedience.


  We are to seek the Lord wholeheartedly. Many Christians only have a halfhearted interest in the pursuit of God. They want God to take care of them, but they don’t really want to make the sacrifice of time and devotion it takes to grow in knowledge of Him and His Word—and they don’t want to commit time to pray.


  God told Abraham, “I will make a covenant with you. I will make your name famous. I will make you rich. I will do things for you that nobody else could do. I will give you a child in your old age. But here’s your part; you must walk wholeheartedly before me” (see Genesis 12-15). Abraham fell on his face before God. He knew he was standing in the presence of an awesome God who meant business.


  Abraham understood that God had a plan for his life. God wanted Abraham and his heirs to prosper. God wanted good things to happen to him. That promise was passed on to all who would accept Jesus as their Lord. God wants us so happy that people will look at us and say, “That man serves a mighty God who cares for him; nobody else could make those things happen in that man’s life but God.”


  We are to seek the Lord wholeheartedly.


  God’s glory is a wonderful exchange for our wholehearted devotion. Our full attention on God will keep the static out of our receivers so we can receive every good thing that He is trying to give us.


  A PURE HEART KEEPS OUR RECEIVERS STATIC FREE


  Jesus said, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (see Matthew 5:8). If we have a pure heart, we will enjoy having clarity. We will see clearly God’s plan for our lives. We won’t feel aimless or confused. We will know that it is not God’s will for us to feel guilty or condemned.


  First John 3:21 confirms, “Beloved, if our consciences (our hearts) do not accuse us [if they do not make us feel guilty and condemn us], we have confidence (complete assurance and boldness) before God, and we receive from Him whatever we ask, because we [watchfully] obey His orders [observe His suggestions and injunctions, follow His plan for us] and [habitually] practice what is pleasing to Him.”


  If our conscience doesn’t condemn us, we can receive what God is sending out to us. If disobedience is causing our conscience to be clouded, it’s time to get rid of that static in our receivers. To keep our hearts pure before the Lord, we need to let Christ make His home in us and make His desires our desires.


  As I wrote in the beginning pages of this book, Jesus said, “Be careful what you are hearing. The measure [of thought and study] you give [to the truth you hear] will be the measure [of virtue and knowledge] that comes back to you—and more [besides] will be given to you who hear” (Mark 4:24).


  We are to use selective hearing when searching for a word from God. The Bible says that in the latter days many false prophets will rise up and tell people what their itching ears want to hear. People will search for one teacher after another who will tell them something pleasing and gratifying. To suit their own desires, they will turn away from hearing the truth and will wander off into listening to myths and man-made fictions (see 2 Timothy 4:3-4).


  Never before have we seen such an influx of psychics vying for a ready ear. Television shows feature mediums who claim to be connecting with departed loved ones. They are communicating with familiar spirits who tell half-truths about the past and then lie about the future. God’s Word clearly says, “Turn not to those [mediums] who have familiar spirits or to wizards; do not seek them out to be defiled by them. I am the Lord your God” (Leviticus 19:31). This is a serious command! Spiritualism, divination, and witchcraft are all forbidden in the Word of God.


  God says that He will set His face against anyone who turns to mediums and spiritists to prostitute themselves by following them (see Leviticus 20:6-7). Yet Christians still read horoscopes and consult psychics and wonder why they don’t have peace.


  Many people, including some who consider themselves to be Christians, participate in practices that God considers vile and evil. They innocently think there is nothing wrong with such practices. Multitudes of people in the world consult the stars before making a decision, even for things as simple as when to cut their hair. However, a careful study of God’s Word shows clearly that these things are an abomination to God. Even wearing and depending on “good luck charms” is an affront to God.


  Our faith must be in God alone, not God plus a lot of other things. Those of us who believe in Jesus Christ don’t need to depend on luck; we can trust God that He will bless us.


  Some religions teach people to worship nature—the stars, the moon, the sun, rocks, trees, and other things that God has created. Why worship the stars when you can worship the One who made the stars? Why look to the stars for direction and advice when God’s Spirit desires to lead you? God demands first place in our life; He is a jealous God, and we should always go to Him, not to things created by Him.


  It is wrong to seek guidance for our life through anything other than God Himself. It offends God when we seek these other sources. No one who does so will ever have the peaceful, joy-filled, and prosperous life God intended for him or her to have. If you have been involved in any activity of this sort, I strongly encourage you to thoroughly repent, ask God to forgive you, and turn away completely from such practices.


  Keep your heart pure and be careful what you listen to.


  Keep your heart pure and be careful what you listen to. Just as you can’t tune in to two stations at once, neither can you serve two masters (see Luke 16:13). You may have to choose new friends if they are filling you with static contrary to the Word of God. You may have to change television stations at home, and choose new radio stations while you are riding in your car. Pay attention; if negative talk is filling the sound waves around you, make a change in your listening habits. Make sure that negative talk is not coming out of your own mouth.


  The Word of God tells us that:


  Immorality (sexual vice) and all impurity [of lustful, rich, wasteful living] or greediness must not even be named among you, as is fitting and proper among saints (God’s consecrated people). Let there be no filthiness (obscenity, indecency) nor foolish and sinful (silly and corrupt) talk, nor coarse jesting, which are not fitting or becoming; but instead voice your thankfulness [to God]. For be sure of this: that no person practicing sexual vice or impurity in thought or in life, or one who is covetous [who has lustful desire for the property of others and is greedy for gain]—for he [in effect] is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. (Ephesians 5:3-5)


  There may be things in your life that need to be cut off, given up, and pruned back so that you can receive from God. You may even need to pay attention to the self-talk that goes on in your inner being. To hear from God you need to be willing to live on holy ground, and that means to keep your thoughts in line with God’s Word. Focus on the truth that God has a plan for your life that includes many, many blessings. It is not possible to have God’s blessings and continue to pursue desires of the flesh. So God will deal clearly with each of us to let us know what needs to be done to make our receivers free to hear Him. When He speaks, we are to obey Him quickly with reverence and honor because He is a holy God, and He desires to work holiness in us. He will reward us openly if we will obey Him secretly in the hidden realms of our hearts (see Matthew 6).


  We must not strive with God; instead we are to let Him have full reign in our life. If we let Him lead, guide, and direct us, we will not miss or regret the plan He has for us. If we continue to resist Him, we will grieve all the days of our life because our inner man will know that we have missed His best.


  TUNE OUT THE VOICE OF ERROR


  As believers it is our right and privilege to hear God speak to us. God gives us a discernment to know His voice over voices of deception. He parallels this discernment with the instinctive nature of sheep that recognize the voice of their shepherd.


  Jesus taught this parable about a good shepherd: “The sheep listen to his voice and heed it; and he calls his own sheep by name and brings (leads) them out. When he has brought his own sheep outside, he walks on before them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice” (John 10:3-4). Then He said, “I am the Good Shepherd; and I know and recognize My own, and My own know and recognize Me” (John 10:14).


  If we truly belong to God, we will know His voice from the spirit of error. We will know that what we have heard is something that is in His nature to say. We will know that what He has said does not contradict His Word, or wisdom, or common sense.


  It grieves me to hear from people who say, “God told me to do this,” yet, it is obvious that a good shepherd would never tell them to do what they are doing. An example comes to mind of a young woman who for a while came to all of our conferences. She slept in her car, and we learned that she was deep in debt, without income. Yet, she believed God had told her to forsake all and come to our meetings.


  We tried to tell her that God’s voice of wisdom would not tell her to sleep in her car, because it isn’t safe. Common sense says that we need to find work and pay our bills if we are in debt. A good shepherd would not have led this woman into a dangerous situation in which she had to beg for bread. She finally admitted that she lied about many things, which is evidence that she was following a spirit of error.


  So people ask, “How can I be sure I am hearing from God?” The Word says that we just know His voice from others. We will know the difference between His voice and the voice of deception if we truly know His character, nature, and the history of how He has led others before us. Jesus said of His sheep, “They will never [on any account] follow a stranger, but will run away from him because they do not know the voice of strangers or recognize their call” (John 10:5).


  Along with the gift of hearing God’s voice, we are given the gift of discernment to know that it is truly God. If He speaks, He will also give us discernment to know it is God so we can trust when He is telling us to go forward or when He is telling us to wait.


  To avoid the spirit of error, we simply need to look into God’s Word. There we see a mirror of the glory of the Lord, and looking at His glory transforms us into His very own image “in ever increasing splendor and from one degree of glory to another” (2 Corinthians 3:18). The more we study and learn the Word, the more we will let its power flow through our life.


  We will know the difference between His voice and the voice of deception.


  Spend time with God. Proverbs 4:20-23 says, “My son, attend to my words; consent and submit to my sayings.


  Let them not depart from your sight; keep them in the center of your heart. For they are life to those who find them, healing and health to all their flesh. Keep and guard your heart with all vigilance and above all that you guard, for out of it flow the springs of life.”


  Questions For Discussion


  1. Do you believe that you can hear from God? If not, try joining me in this confession:


  “I hear from God. I am led by His Holy Spirit. I know my Father’s voice, and the voice of a stranger I will not follow. I am led and guided by the Holy Spirit, even unto my death. God will guide me all the days of my life. He will guide me and give me the answers that I need.”


  2. Why do you think we’re not able to receive from God when we walk in disobedience?


  3. In what ways are you living before man instead of living before God? What does the Word say about this?


  4. Is there an area of your life where you find yourself grumbling and complaining versus thanking God in all things? What would God have you do in this situation?


  5. What is your understanding of the importance of obedience? How is this understanding reflected in your life? How does your understanding align with the Word of God?


  6. How do you keep your full attention on God? In what ways are you already doing this? What areas do you need to work on?


  7. What is the purpose of holiness and obedience? Should we pursue holiness and obedience for the sake of obtaining rewards from God? Why or why not?


  8. What do you believe the Lord is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 13


  Sanctify Your Ears Unto The Lord


  God’s Word promises that He will do a redemptive work in us to show us how to be led of His Spirit. First Thessalonians 5:23-24 explains:


  And may the God of peace Himself sanctify you through and through [separate you from profane things, make you pure and wholly consecrated to God]; and may your spirit and soul and body be preserved sound and complete [and found] blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ (the Messiah). Faithful is He Who is calling you [to Himself] and utterly trustworthy, and He will also do it [fulfill His call by hallowing and keeping you].


  The Lord will teach us how to hear from Him. He will preserve our spirit, soul, and body, and He will lead us to a holy, sanctified life in Him.


  Many people do not understand that we are a tri-part being: a spirit, soul, and body. We are a spirit, we have a soul, and we live in a body. God promises to take care of all three parts that make us who we are.


  Many Christians make the mistake of thinking that God cares only about the spirit. But He wants us to be whole in mind (emotions) and body too.


  I remember looking at myself in the mirror one night when I was getting ready for a meeting. I said, “God, I belong to You, not to anybody else. I’m Dave Meyer’s wife, and in that sense I belong to him, but in reality I belong to You.”


  As a Christian, you belong to God too. Jesus bought you with the price of His own life (see 1 Corinthians 6:20). You have a destiny to fulfill in a plan that God has designed specifically for you. There is something God wants you to do, something that God wants you to enjoy. You are not an accident. You were planned in the heart of God. He formed you in your mother’s womb with His very own hand. His plan for you is revealed through the work of the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus sent to live inside of you.


  If you are not familiar with the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit, I encourage you to read my book Knowing God Intimately. In it I share in great detail how to receive the Holy Spirit into your everyday life and enjoy the awareness of His presence deep in your heart.


  We are to work with the Holy Spirit to carry out the plan that began to operate in us when we accepted Jesus as our Lord and Savior. Our new birth begins in our spirit, is carried out through our soul (mind, will, and emotions), and is finally visible to other people through a demonstration of His glory in our physical lives.


  God’s glory is expedited by our knowledge of how He wants to work in us, and what we should do to fulfill His plan. We have to discern the difference between the leading of the Holy Spirit and the desires of our flesh. We won’t lust for things our bodies crave if we follow the Spirit. We won’t be led to the destructive desires of our human nature, if we make a habit of listening to the Holy Spirit and doing what He tells us to do (see Galatians 5:1617).


  We may as well stamp “disaster” across our foreheads if we spend our lives doing whatever we feel like doing. Our feelings are fickle and can take us in a thousand different directions away from God’s plan for us. Desires of the flesh won’t disappear, but if we walk in the way the Spirit leads us, we won’t fulfill the desires and lusts of the flesh. We will make choices that will lead us to abundant peace, joy, and righteousness (see Romans 14:17).


  Every time God speaks to us, and we act like we don’t hear Him, our hearts become a little more calloused until it becomes very hard for us to hear Him. Eventually, our stubbornness dulls our ability to hear at all. Each time we turn our back on what we know is the right thing to do, we become a little more obstinate until we are totally deaf to His leading.


  There is something God wants you to do, something that God wants you to enjoy.


  In the sixth chapter of Jeremiah, the Lord told Jeremiah to warn His children of the impending destruction of the city that was full of oppression.


  But the prophet responded, “To whom shall I [Jeremiah] speak and give warning that they may hear? Behold, their ears are uncircumcised [never brought into covenant with God or consecrated to His service], and they cannot hear or obey. Behold, the word of the Lord has become to them a reproach and the object of their scorn; they have no delight in it” (v. 10).


  How tragic to see that God wants to protect and provide for His people, but they are not able to hear His voice because their ears are uncircumcised.


  The most powerful Scripture in the New Testament about hearing from God is John 5:30 in which Jesus said, “I am able to do nothing from Myself [independently, of My own accord—but only as I am taught by God and as I get His orders]. Even as I hear, I judge [I decide as I am bidden to decide. As the voice comes to Me, so I give a decision], and My judgment is right (just, righteous), because I do not seek or consult My own will [I have no desire to do what is pleasing to Myself, My own aim, My own purpose] but only the will and pleasure of the Father Who sent Me.”


  Jesus had a sanctified, circumcised ear. He didn’t do anything unless He heard the Father’s voice concerning it. Imagine how different our lives would be if we asked God before we stepped out instead of calling on Him to rescue us from the messes we get ourselves into when we go our own way without His counsel.


  God’s Word shows us clearly that we need to listen for His voice and commit our ears into a covenant with Him, letting Him sanctify and circumcise our ears so that we can hear Him. Many times God clearly shows us what to do, but we don’t do it because we don’t like His plan. We can even pretend spiritual deafness when we don’t like what we clearly hear Him say. Our fleshly appetites can hinder our acceptance of God’s truth.


  We can come face to face with truth and still not accept it.


  I admit that truth is much easier to accept when it concerns someone else and their lives than when it concerns us and our own lives. We have a plan for how we want our lives to go, and we have a way that we want to work out our plan. Most of the time we want God to make our plan work instead of listening to God for His plan. We should pray first and get God’s plan, not plan first and then pray for God to make our plan work.


  ASK GOD TO SANCTIFY AND CIRCUMCISE YOUR EARS


  If you are not hearing the voice of God speak to you, I encourage you to ask the Father to sanctify and circumcise your ears to be sensitive to His leading. “Sanctify” means to set apart for a sacred purpose, and “circumcise” means to cut away the flesh. In asking God to sanctify and circumcise your ears, you are asking Him to make your ears sensitive to hear what is holy and right and to remove worldly temptations that distract you from His greater plan for your life.


  In other words, ask God to give you ears that hear what He wants to say, not just what you want to hear. Ask for sanctified ears that are anointed to hear His voice with clear discernment, and circumcised ears to accurately hear His voice without the interference of fleshly desires.


  Ask God to give you ears that hear what He wants to say.


  In Exodus 29, we read the story of how God sanctified Aaron and his sons to be priests in His sanctuary, the Tent of Meeting. God specified to Moses in great detail the ritual required to ordain Aaron and his sons for service before the Lord.


  Moses was to cover Aaron and his sons with the ram’s blood on their right ears, and the thumb of their right hands, and the great toe of their right feet, and then dash the rest of the blood around the altar. Then anointing oil was to be sprinkled upon Aaron and his garments and on his sons and their garments in order to sanctify them and make them holy (see vv. 20-21).


  This ceremony is a physical picture of our own spiritual sanctification as priests unto the Lord (see Revelation 1:56). The shedding of Christ’s blood for the wages of sin sanctifies those it covers, and the anointing of the Holy Spirit, represented by the oil, is poured out to empower for service those who are made righteous by the blood of Jesus.


  It is significant that God instructed Moses to put the blood on the right ear, the right thumb, and the right great toe, because in the Bible the right side signifies the side of power. It was a ceremony with meaning that speaks a message to us today. The ear was anointed so the priest would hear clearly and not be deceived, the thumb so that what he laid his hand to do would be right and blessed, and the right toe so that everywhere he went would be correct and sanctified. This is God’s desire for each of us.


  We can hear, take action, and go in directions that are safe and divinely led. Just as Aaron and his sons were set apart for God’s use, we believers are set apart for holy use too. Christ’s blood sanctifies us for service to the Lord, and the Holy Spirit empowers us for good works.


  A SANCTIFIED EAR HEARS GOD’S PLAN


  We need to wake up to the spiritual realm of our lives. We need to get more comfortable fellowshipping with the Holy Spirit and hearing what He has to say to us. Many people still don’t understand the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives. They may be curious about the supernatural or the unseen realm, but if they don’t know what the Word of God says, they can be easily deceived about what is really happening in the spirit realm around them.


  As surely as we have a physical body, we also have a spiritual body. When we understand where God is taking us, it helps us trust Him to lead us in the way we should go. First Corinthians 15:39-42 explains that while we begin life in our physical bodies, they will someday perish and decay. But as born-again believers, our spiritual bodies will be resurrected as imperishable and immune to decay.


  God has made eternity quite clear in His Word. We are immortal through our faith in Jesus Christ, and we will spend more time in our spiritual bodies in heaven than we will in our physical bodies in this life. It seems wise to find out as much as we possibly can about our spiritual life rather than concerning ourselves about this temporal existence in which we presently live.


  First Corinthians 15:44 tells us that one day our physical bodies, sown in dishonor and humiliation, will be raised in honor and glory. Our infirmities and weaknesses will be resurrected in strength and endued with power.


  Even though he went through tremendous trials and tribulations, Paul did not become discouraged because he looked not to what was seen, but to what was unseen (see 2 Corinthians 4:18). We need to follow his example.


  Instead of looking at what we see around us, we need to look at what the Holy Spirit is doing. Through sanctified, circumcised ears He will lead us to focus on God’s answers instead of our problems.


  Two people can read the Word, and the person with carnal, fleshly ears will hear it differently from a person with circumcised ears. For example, John tells us, “Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in every way and [that your body] may keep well, even as [I know] your soul keeps well and prospers” (3 John 2).


  He will lead us to focus on God’s answers instead of our problems.


  Less mature, carnal Christians (still lured by physical pleasures and appetites) may get excited about the promise of prosperity and healing, because that is all they hear in this Scripture. They think, Wow! Praise God! He wants us to prosper and be in health!


  But mature believers who have sanctified ears that are sensitive to God’s holy intent will also hear the part of the verse that says, “even... as your soul keeps well and prospers.” They hear with understanding that God is going to give them prosperity and healing in correlation with how their souls are prospering.


  I have developed a habit over the last few years of stopping frequently to see what I sense is in my spirit. Our soul (or mind) can be full of anxiety; an inner voice of self-talk may be screaming doubts into our thoughts, such as:


  You’re not going to make it!


  This isn’t going to work!


  This idea is stupid!


  Nobody cares what you’re doing!


  You’re not even hearing from God anyway! Why don’t you sit down and shut up!


  Negative thoughts can pound our heads to the point that we feel like giving up. But if we will pause and ask, “Lord, what do You have to say about this?” deep within our spirit, where the Holy Spirit dwells, we will sense His answer rising up with faith and promise and truth that sets us free from all the anxiety our mind has been feeding us.


  I remember a specific instance when it really helped me to check to see what the Spirit was saying. I had completed a meeting and had worked very hard to ensure that it would be good and helpful to the people. Although they seemed to enjoy the meeting, I kept hearing in my head that “no one was blessed, and most wished they had not even come.”


  I felt like a miserable failure, which I knew was not God’s will for me, so I got still and quiet and listened to see what the Holy Spirit would quicken to me in my spirit. I instantly heard the still, small voice, the knowing that is deep inside of us, say, “If the people did not want to be here, they would not have come; if they were not enjoying it, many of them would have left. I gave you the message, and I never give anyone bad things to preach, so don’t allow Satan to steal the joy of your labor.”


  Your head may say, “God does not love you,” but if you listen to your spirit through sanctified ears you will hear, “God loves you unconditionally and has a great plan for your life.”


  We hear from God through our spirit, not our mind. No wonder God says, “Let be and be still, and know (recognize and understand) that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).


  So when the devil is pounding my mind, feelings, and emotions with unbelief and fear, I close my eyes for just a minute and say: “Lord, what is the truth?”


  Then I just know. I know I am not going to quit doing what He has told me to do. I know I am not going to give up the plan He has laid out before me. I know I am indeed hearing from God. I know God has called and anointed me, so I am pressing on to the finish line.


  As you learn the difference between the functions of your spirit and the functions of your soul and body, you will find it easier to discern when the devil is trying to wear away your enthusiasm, and when you need to rebuild your energy through fellowship with the Holy Spirit.


  LISTENING AND OBEYING DETERMINES OUR ETERNAL DESTINY


  The spiritual part of man lives forever, either in heaven or in hell. To live in hell is to live in total separation from God, which would be the most awful existence. We cannot comprehend how horrid it would be to live in total separation from the presence of God. To be separated from Him means to be completely disconnected from any form of comfort, grace, provision, protection, and most of all intimate fellowship.


  Even unbelievers now enjoy a measure of the presence of God in the earth, though they don’t realize it. But in hell there will not be any peace, just the loneliness of total darkness.


  Eternity is forever, and we need to be more concerned with eternity than most of us seem to be right now. One day a trumpet will sound, and Jesus will return for us (see 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17). We will know then that the time we spend seeking Him and leading others to Him now will have been worth it.


  There is nothing of greater value in which to invest our time than learning to hear the voice of God speaking to our spirit. The Bible says, “For the Word that God speaks is alive and full of power [making it active, operative, energizing, and effective]; it is sharper than any two-edged sword, penetrating to the dividing line of the breath of life (soul) and [the immortal] spirit, and of joints and marrow [of the deepest parts of our nature], exposing and sifting and analyzing and judging the very thoughts and purposes of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12).


  Eternity is forever, and we need to be more concerned with eternity.


  When God speaks, He divides the thoughts of our soul from the truth in our spirit and brings to life His purposes in us. When I became a student of the Word, I didn’t know when I was operating in the soul and when I was operating in the spirit. I didn’t know when I was operating emotionally until I studied God’s Word and learned to operate by faith in His promises.


  When I wanted something, I just tried to make it happen. I tried in all the wrong ways. If I wasn’t getting my way, I pouted and threw fits. Sometimes I wouldn’t talk to Dave for days on end, hoping to manipulate him to give in and give me what I wanted. All I cared about was what I wanted. I was carnal, selfish, self-centered, and extremely miserable because I was all wrapped up in myself.


  Many people get into a relationship with God hoping that He will give them what they want. Their life prayer is a list of everything they want. Consequently, they remain baby Christians all their life. They slip in the door of heaven when they die, but they never have victory in this life, because they haven’t learned to listen to God and hear what He wants for them.


  We cannot walk in the flesh and have victory or be truly happy! We cannot spend our life seeking to satisfy our own appetites and still affect anybody else’s life in a positive way. It is not possible. If we follow the leading of the Holy Spirit we will not fulfill the lusts of our flesh (see Galatians 5:16).


  GOD RESTORES OUR SOUL


  For a period of time, I rebuked whatever I didn’t want because I thought it must be from the devil. I rebuked until my “rebuker” was just totally worn out! But then I discovered that a lot of what I was trying to rebuke was from God. Many of the things that I did not like or want were things God had allowed for my growth and development.


  Many Christians say, “God told me,” when what they heard wasn’t from Him at all. That’s why it is so important to know whether the voice we are listening to is from our soul or our spirit.


  Psalm 23 says that God restores our soul. Our soul is our unique personality free to choose what it will believe. We process the knowledge we have gained in our mind and make decisions according to what we believe.


  Our soul doesn’t tell us what God wants; it reports only what it knows about our own desires. Our soul tells us what we feel; our spirit tells us how God feels. Our soul tells us what we think, not what God thinks. What we want, think, and feel can be very different from what God wants, thinks, and feels. But as we communicate in our spirit with God, a work can be done to transform our soul to think like Christ. Our soul needs to be renewed and refreshed to think like the mind of Christ.


  We can allow a Holy Ghost invasion into our lives. We can be so filled with the Spirit of God that we allow Him into every room in our life. He can get into our thoughts, emotions, and even our will. To renew our thoughts, we need new information from God’s Word and from His voice speaking directly to our spirit.


  Philippians 2 teaches us to work out our salvation with fear and trembling by shrinking from whatever might offend God or discredit the name of Christ (see v. 12). When our feelings run amuck, we need to keep them from running our lives. We need to submit our will to what God tells us to do through His Word to us.


  If we don’t feel like going to church, we go anyway. If we don’t feel like giving that hundred-dollar offering God told us to give, we do it anyway. If God tells us to give away items we feel like keeping, we give them away with joy. I have discovered that if I want to be happy, and if I want to have an anointing on my life, then I must be obedient to the voice of God. I don’t always have to know why God wants me to do something. I just need to know what He tells me to do—and then do it!


  All He wants from us is our own obedience.


  “Walking in the Spirit” is a phrase that charismatic believers have used loosely in the past few decades. What it means to me is to hear God speak and do whatever He tells me to do. We can point our finger when we see that other people aren’t obeying God, but all He wants from us is our own obedience.


  I remember when God started dealing with me to be more patient. I knew He wanted me to ask Him to work more patience in me, but I didn’t pray for that because I knew what would happen if I did. So I said, “No, I’m not praying for that yet.” I was smart enough to understand that to develop patience I would have to go through trials that I didn’t want to endure.


  We were in the final stages of restoring a fifty-two-year-old house, and I was eager to see it finished, when finally in obedience to God’s prompting, I asked Him to teach me patience. I prayed for Him to perfect my faith and to keep me from lacking any good thing.


  Of course, we needed to close on the house we were in before we could move into our new house; that’s when everything started going wrong. Contractors didn’t show up to finish their projects, the wrong sink and countertop were delivered, furniture was delivered to us that we didn’t choose. I had a lot of opportunity to learn patience in those last weeks before the house was finished. God knew it was a perfect opportunity for me to learn to be long-suffering.


  I told the supervisors at the building site, “You all better be glad I’m saved!” My soul was stirred up! It seemed to me that everyone on the job ought to have been able to get things done, but they just said, “There’s nothing we can do. We’re doing all we can. That’s just the way it is in the industry.”


  That was so hard for me to hear. My soul needed to be restored. It takes much longer to get calmed down than it does to get upset. I’m much more patient now than I used to be, but at the time I wished I had waited until the house was finished before I asked God to teach me about patience! God has done a good work in me now. I have changed a lot, but that test stretched my soul.


  GOD AWAKENS OUR SPIRIT WITHIN US


  We communicate with God through our spirit. Jesus said that we must worship God in spirit and in truth (see John 4:24). Our spirit intuitively senses God’s presence and receives revelation when there is a better way to do something.


  The mind receives head knowledge, but the spirit receives a deeper sense of knowing, which many people try to describe by saying, “It was just in my heart.” There are things we know because we have learned them, but there are also things we know that we haven’t learned because the Holy Spirit communicates them to us through our own spirit. For example, sometimes when I’m preaching, I will say things that I haven’t thought of before. I’m as surprised as anybody else at the profound wisdom in the teaching.


  Our conscience is also part of our spirit man. When our spirit is made alive to the awareness of God, we can fellowship with Him and receive answers from Him through our intuition and conscience. Our spirit and soul should work together, and the body should act as a servant to both.


  When the body rules a person’s mind and spirit, God’s plan for that individual gets turned upside down. Jesus said, “All of you must keep awake (give strict attention, be cautious and active) and watch and pray, that you may not come into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41).


  Jesus was trying to get the disciples to pray with Him, but they kept falling asleep. He was trying to prepare them for the temptation that was coming. He was saying, “Don’t sleep, pray! You’re going to be tempted beyond what you can bear if you don’t pray.” He wanted them to do what He was doing.


  As Jesus prayed, an angel came and strengthened Him in spirit enabling Him to endure the temptation that was coming against Him. But the disciples didn’t pray, they slept, and proved that the flesh is weak.


  Our spirit is willing to do what is right, but our flesh will not help us. Our flesh will pull us under if we don’t pray and ask God to strengthen us in spirit and to circumcise our hearts to resist temptation. Isaiah 11:1-3 speaks of Jesus, saying:


  There shall come forth a Shoot out of the stock of Jesse [David’s father], and a Branch out of his roots shall grow and bear fruit. And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon Him—the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and of the reverential and obedient fear of the Lord—and shall make Him of quick understanding, and His delight shall be in the reverential and obedient fear of the Lord. And He shall not judge by the sight of His eyes, neither decide by the hearing of His ears.


  Jesus didn’t make decisions on how He felt, or by what He thought, heard, or saw. He’s the One who said, “Lord, let this cup pass from Me; nevertheless Your will be done and not Mine” (see Matthew 26:38-39). It wasn’t that He didn’t have desires just as we do, but He didn’t walk by His will (soul); He walked by what He knew was right in His Spirit.


  We need to live in a realm deeper than our bodies, deeper than our souls; we need to live in our deepest place—our spirit, which can communicate with the Spirit of God and accurately hear the way we should go. Jesus made decisions out of this spiritual realm. We get in trouble when we don’t make decisions out of this spiritual realm.


  People who enjoy a good life are those who walk with God and overcome problems by listening to the Spirit who speaks to their heart. They see things in the spirit, they understand the difference between thoughts from their soul and intuition from their spirit. More and more, little by little, they are obeying the Spirit of God and not yielding to the desires of their flesh, and they are enjoying victory in their everyday lives because of it.


  The only time we ever have a victory is when we go through things and learn how to hear from God. Victory comes when we say no to the flesh, die to self, and do what God has said to do—no matter how we feel about it, and no matter what anybody thinks.


  We need to live in our deepest place—our spirit.


  David, the psalmist, taught us how to seek God’s leading, saying, “I call to remembrance my song in the night; with my heart I meditate and my spirit searches diligently” (Psalm 77:6).


  The next time you have a decision to make, don’t try to figure it out with your head. Go somewhere to get still and let your spirit search diligently for God’s voice. Commit your ears, hands, and feet to Him in prayer:


  Lord,


  I ask that You anoint my ears to hear Your voice, anoint my hands to work at Your plan, anoint my feet to go only where You lead me. Sanctify me for Your purpose, and circumcise my heart to desire what You desire for me. Amen.


  Questions For Discussion


  1. Is there an area of your life where you have planned first and then asked God to bless your decision? What do you think you should do in response to this realization?


  2. What is the difference between your spirit and your soul? Which are you living according to?


  3. What does it mean to renew and refresh your spirit? Does yours need renewing and refreshing? What are some ways in which you can do so?


  4. What do you base your decisions on? Emotions, the Word of God, what other people think, or a combination thereof? Why?


  5. Describe a recent victory (according to the definition in this chapter of what a victory is) you have had in your own life. How did it make you feel?


  6. How do you distinguish between head knowledge and a deeper sense of knowing in your spirit? What are you more prone to?


  7. What do you believe the Lord is leading you to in response to this chapter?


  
    
      


    

  


  


  CHAPTER 14


  Enjoy The Spirit-Led Life


  God has an awesome plan to radically and outrageously bless us, but to fully enjoy His plan we must radically and outrageously obey Him. We need God’s help to stay on the pathway to His blessings. God knows how to wrestle us to the ground if He has to, and every day I give Him permission to do just that to me.


  God puts His Holy Spirit in us to lead us to perfect peace.


  If we are listening to what gives us peace, we will make wise decisions. The apostle Paul wrote, “Everything is permissible (allowable and lawful) for me; but not all things are helpful (good for me to do, expedient and profitable when considered with other things).


  Everything is lawful for me, but I will not become the slave of anything or be brought under its power” (1 Corinthians 6:12).


  There are many things that we could do, and God wouldn’t say a thing about them. We refer to this as God’s permissive will. He isn’t going to give us a divine word about every single move we make. But He will always give us wisdom if we ask His opinion. He is faithful to fill our hearts with peace when we are on the right path, and to remove peace from us when we begin to go astray.


  I have a strong personality. For a while, I was concerned that no matter how much I wanted to obey God, I might never be able to walk in His perfect will. But God has shown me that He will keep me in His perfect will if I will pray and trust Him. If I get off track, He will make sure that I get back on it by His grace. I have learned that we can depend on God to help us remain obedient.


  Our prayer every morning should be something like this:


  God,


  I want to walk in Your perfect will all my life. I don’t want Your permissive will; I don’t want to do anything without Your approval and blessing. If I try to do something that’s not Your best for me, please let me feel hesitation in my heart, a check in my spirit, to keep me on the path of Your plan.


  Help me to submit myself to You.


  Help me not to be stiff-necked.


  Help me not to be stubborn.


  Help me not to be hard-hearted.


  God, I want Your will to operate fully in my life. I’ve experienced the fruit of my own will enough to know that if I get my way, and it’s not what You want, it’s going to turn out bad. I’m willing to obey You, but please help me to hear clearly what You are telling me to do. Amen.


  If we will pray like that, I believe God will keep us in His perfect will. I’ve lived life my way long enough to know that my plans aren’t as rewarding as God’s. I pray that He won’t let me get by with anything that isn’t in His will for me.


  If I’m praying for something that’s not covered clearly in the Word of God, if I’m facing a decision that I can’t find chapter and verse to lead me through, then I pray:


  God,


  I want this, but I want Your will more than I want my own. So if my request is not in Your timing, or if what I’m asking for is not what You want for me, then please don’t give it to me. Amen.


  We can get emotionally driven to do something that seems like it is from God, but after a while we may find that perhaps it is just a good idea that doesn’t have a hope without the power of God’s anointing. But God is not obligated to finish anything He didn’t originate. We can pray about the projects we start, but there is no point in getting mad at God if He won’t finish them for us.


  The Bible says that we should fix our eyes on Jesus, who is the Author and the Finisher of our faith (see Hebrews 12:1-3). If we keep our eyes on Jesus, and obey His voice, we will enjoy the outrageous blessings of the abundant life He has promised. Hearing God speak to us is life’s greatest blessing:


  God is not obligated to finish anything He didn’t originate.


  Happy (blessed, fortunate, enviable) is the man who finds skillful and godly Wisdom, and the man who gets understanding [drawing it forth from God’s Word and life’s experiences], for the gaining of it is better than the gaining of silver, and the profit of it better than fine gold. Skillful and godly Wisdom is more precious than rubies; and nothing you can wish for is to be compared to her. Length of days is in her right hand, and in her left hand are riches and honor. Her ways are highways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace. (Proverbs 3:13-17)


  GOD WILL LEAD YOU TO RIGHT DECISIONS


  When we listen to God’s direction, we make wise decisions that lead to riches, honor, pleasantness, and peace. In other words, as I have said, we will be radically and outrageously blessed. Once Dave and I pray for God to guide us, we just use wisdom and common sense for both minor and major issues.


  Wisdom will always lead you to God’s best. Wisdom teaches that you won’t keep friends if you try to control and dominate everything that goes on in your life and theirs. You won’t keep friends if you talk about them behind their back. Wisdom says, “Don’t say things about others that you wouldn’t want people saying about you.”


  Common sense will guide you in money matters. You won’t get in debt if you don’t spend more money than you make. A lot of people never have a fruitful ministry because they think they can run a ministry without good business principles. The Holy Ghost doesn’t need to speak in an audible voice to tell us that we can’t have more money going out than we have coming in. We’ll get in trouble if we do that.


  Wisdom will not let us get overcommitted in our time. No matter how anxious we may be to accomplish things, we need to take time and wait on God to give us peace about what we are to do and not do. It has been very difficult for me over the years to learn to say no to speaking opportunities, but I have learned that it is not wisdom to wear myself out trying to do so much that I end up not doing anything in a quality way.


  To God, quality is more important than quantity. Many times wisdom leads us to say no to things that we would like to say yes to, and vice versa. Wisdom may lead us to say yes to something to which we would like to say no. If a friend invites me to do something that is extremely important to her, and I have recently had to say no to her several times, even if I don’t really want to accept the invitation it might be wise for me to do so if I value her friendship and want to keep it.


  Wisdom is our friend; it helps us not to live in regret. I think the saddest thing in the world would be to reach old age and look back at my life and feel nothing but regret about what I did or did not do. Wisdom helps us make choices that we will be happy with later on. Wisdom has nothing to do with emotions. We must look beyond feelings to know the will of God.


  Peter wasn’t sure what he should do after Jesus rose from the dead and proved Himself alive to him and the disciples. So he went back to what he was doing before he met Jesus, saying to the others, “I’m going fishing.” (I like the King James Version of that verse in which Peter says,


  “I go a fishing.”) The story is in John 21:2-18. The others decided to go fishing with Peter. They fished throughout the night, but caught nothing.


  “Morning was already breaking when Jesus came to the beach and stood there. However, the disciples did not know that it was Jesus. So Jesus said to them, Boys (children), you do not have any meat (fish), do you? [Have you caught anything to eat along with your bread?] They answered Him, No!” (vv. 4-5). Emotional decisions usually leave us “catching nothing.” In other words, they don’t provide the kind of results with which we will be satisfied.


  “And He said to them, Cast the net on the right side of the boat and you will find [some]. So they cast the net, and now they were not able to haul it in for such a big catch (mass, quantity) of fish [was in it]” (v. 6).


  Emotional decisions usually leave us “catching nothing.”


  It’s interesting that Jesus didn’t call the disciples men, but rather He called them children. He asked them, “Are you doing any good at what you are trying to do?” That is a question we might ask ourselves when we have no fruit (or fish) to show for the long hours we work.


  When we fish outside of the will of God, it’s equivalent to fishing on the wrong side of the boat. Sometimes we struggle, strive, work, and strain, trying to make something great happen. We try to change things, or change ourselves, or get our ministry started, or make it grow. We try to get more money. We try to get healed. We try to change our spouse, or even try to find a spouse. We can work and work and work and work, but still have nothing to show for our labor.


  Have you caught anything? Have you accomplished anything besides getting worn out? If your answer is no, you may be fishing on the wrong side of the boat. If you listen for God’s voice, He will tell you where to throw your net.


  Just pray:


  God,


  Whatever You want for me, that’s what I want. I surrender my life to You. Your will be done and not mine. Amen.


  GOD WILL LEAD YOU TO GOOD WORKS


  “When they had eaten, Jesus said to Simon Peter, Simon, son of John, do you love Me more than these [others do—with reasoning, intentional, spiritual devotion, as one loves the Father]? He said to Him, Yes, Lord, You know that I love You [that I have deep, instinctive, personal affection for You, as for a close friend]. He said to him, Feed My lambs” (John 21:15).


  Three times Jesus asked Peter, “Do you love me? Peter, do you love me? Do you love me Peter?” Finally, by the third time, Peter was grieved that Jesus kept asking him the same thing. He said, “Yes, Lord, You know that I love You.” Then we discover the solemn reason Jesus was asking Peter that question.


  “I assure you, most solemnly I tell you, when you were young you girded yourself [put on your own belt or girdle] and you walked about wherever you pleased to go. But when you grow old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will put a girdle around you and carry you where you do not wish to go” (John 21:18).


  God challenged me with that Scripture because I had my own plan and was walking in my own way. If we really want God’s perfect will, He may ask us to do things that we do not want to do. If we really love Him, we will let Him have His way in our lives.


  I believe that Jesus was showing us that when we were young Christians, and less mature, we went wherever we pleased. As baby Christians, we did what we wanted to do. But as we mature, we are to stretch out our hands and surrender ourselves to God. We must be willing to follow Him to places we may not want to go.


  There are many messages that can be taken from this text. If we love Jesus, our bottom line of obedience is to care for those whom He loves. In His words to Peter, Jesus was saying to us, “If you love Me, do something for somebody else, on My behalf.”


  Jesus said, “If you [really] love Me, you will keep (obey)


  My commands” (John 14:15). To whatever degree we love Him, to that same degree we obey him. To whatever degree we are obeying God, that’s the measure of our love for Him. Our love for Jesus grows as we obey Him.


  I’m radically and outrageously in love with Jesus. I love Him more than I did when I first put my trust in Him. Because I love Him, I am willing to obey Him even if it means suffering in the flesh and not pleasing myself.


  So, since Christ suffered in the flesh for us, for you, arm yourselves with the same thought and purpose [patiently to suffer rather than fail to please God]. For whoever has suffered in the flesh [having the mind of


  Christ] is done with [intentional] sin [has stopped pleasing himself and the world, and pleases God], so that he can no longer spend the rest of his natural life living by [his] human appetites and desires, but [he lives] for what God wills. (1 Peter 4:1-2)


  It’s important to understand the difference between suffering in the flesh and suffering demonic affliction. Giving up the selfish appetites of our flesh does not mean we are to suffer from sickness, disease, and poverty. Jesus died to deliver us from the curse of sin. But unless we are willing to suffer in the flesh, we will never walk in the will of God.


  When we get up in the morning, we should prepare ourselves for the day by thinking with the mind of Christ. We should set our thoughts on walking in God’s will all day long. We might even say to ourselves, “Even if I need to suffer in order to do God’s will today, I am setting my mind for obedience.”


  To follow through with our good intentions, we have to love Him enough to let the love of God govern our day.


  The Word says, “Arm yourselves with this kind of thinking, that I would rather suffer than fail to please God” (see 1 Peter 4:1). If you learn to think like that, you will never intentionally disobey God again.


  GOD WILL SPEAK CLEARLY SO YOU WILL NOT DOUBT


  God has spoken to His people with clear instruction from Genesis through Revelation. His first words to mankind were filled with the promise of blessing. As soon as He created man and woman, He blessed them and said, “Be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it [using all its vast resources in the service of God and man]; and have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and over every living creature that moves upon the earth” (Genesis 1:28).


  In the first chapter of the book of the Revelation of Jesus Christ, John writes that he heard a voice saying, “I am the Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the End” (v. 8).The entire book of Revelation is a record of what John was told by the Spirit of God.


  We have to love Him enough to let the love of God govern our day.


  When Saul, who had been persecuting Christians, was on the road to Damascus, a great light shown about him (see Acts 9). The voice of the Lord spoke to him saying, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?” And Saul, who was later renamed Paul, said right away, “Lord, what do You desire me to do?” (see vv. 4-6).


  It’s not difficult to understand why God chose Paul to lead the rest of us into a mature walk with God. First of all,


  God chose the worst sinner He could find to show us what grace really is. By converting Paul, God demonstrated His miraculous power to put us on the road to blessings. If He could redirect Paul, who was as far away from God’s perfect will as he could get, He can also save us from our foolish ways.


  Paul was full of religious zeal, but he was persecuting Christians! He was sincere, but sincerely wrong. He genuinely believed that he was doing God a service by capturing and imprisoning Christ’s followers. As soon as


  Jesus corrected Paul, he submitted and asked, “Lord, what do You want me to do?”


  When God does speak to us, He wants to hear us say, “Yes, Lord, Your servant hears You. What would You have me do?”


  God clearly tells us what He wants us to do in His Word. If you want to hear Him speak to you more clearly, then stay in the Word. He will speak to you through the written (logos) Word. He will enlighten Scriptures that will give you relevant living words (His rhema) to show you what He wants you to know and do.


  There have been times, when I was reading the Bible, searching for direction, that a Scripture seemed to illuminate the entire page. That Scripture then specifically answered my need at that time. The Word came alive, full of meaning, just as if I was in an intimate conversation with God.


  The more you know the written Word, the more He can bring to your remembrance Scriptures you need for answers throughout the day. The ideas, thoughts, promptings, and inner witness that we have discussed in this book will always be in line with God’s written Word.


  One day, I was emotionally hurt over something that had happened. Dave and I had been treated unfairly and unjustly in a certain situation, and I was feeling down about it. I was on an airplane, so I decided to read the Bible. When I opened it to Zechariah 9:12, the words seemed to jump off the page at me. It said, “Return to the stronghold [of security and prosperity], you prisoners of hope; even today do I declare that I will restore double your former prosperity to you.”


  When I saw that verse, my faith went to a new level. I knew without a doubt that God was speaking to me about my situation. I knew that if I would not give up hope, if I would have the right attitude, that I would see the day when God would give me back double what had been taken from me in that situation.


  Almost one year later, to the day, God did an outstanding work and proved Himself true to His promise by restoring double what had been unjustly taken from us, and He restored it through the same people who had mistreated us! God’s justice is sweet; don’t fail to wait for it.


  Jesus taught that a mature heart is like good soil that hears the Word, retains it, and, by persevering, produces a fruitful crop (see Luke 8:15). The Holy Ghost knows exactly what you need to renew your hope. I opened the Bible expecting to get a word from God to help me, but He surpassed my greatest hope by not only comforting me, but by promising to restore my loss. That Scripture is your promise too. Hang on to hope in God’s Word. Don’t let His promises slip away by not knowing what He is saying. Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God (see Romans 10:17).


  GOD WILL LEAD YOU THROUGH PEACE


  I previously pointed out that God leads His people through peace, but now I would like to elaborate on this subject simply because it is so important. People who do things they don’t have peace about have miserable lives and don’t succeed at anything. Follow peace!


  God leads His people through peace: “And God’s peace [shall be yours, that tranquil state of a soul assured of its salvation through Christ, and so fearing nothing from God and being content with its earthly lot of whatever sort that is, that peace] which transcends all understanding shall garrison and mount guard over your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:7).


  If you are doing something, like watching television, and all of a sudden you lose your peace about what you are doing, you have heard from God. A lack of peace is God saying to you, “Turn it off. Go the other way. Flee from what you are doing.” God’s Word says, “Keep and guard your heart with all vigilance and above all that you guard, for out of it flow the springs of life” (Proverbs 4:23).


  If we don’t have peace, we are not obeying God because we are to let the peace of God rule as an umpire in our heart: “And let the peace (soul harmony which comes) from Christ rule (act as umpire continually) in your hearts [deciding and settling with finality all questions that arise in your minds, in that peaceful state] to which as [members of Christ’s] one body you were also called [to live]. And be thankful (appreciative), [giving praise to God always]” (Colossians 3:15).


  God leads His people through peace.


  If you lose your peace when you say something, God is speaking to you. It will save you a lot of trouble if you apologize right then. You can say, “I am sorry that I said that. I was wrong to say it; please forgive me.”


  Anytime we lose our peace, we are hearing from God. I love the move of the supernatural, but there is nothing more powerful than the compass of peace in our heart. God will lead us gracefully by peace. Follow after it:


  “Strive to live in peace with everybody and pursue that consecration and holiness without which no one will [ever] see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14).


  GOD WILL LEAD YOU BY A STILL, SMALL VOICE


  The audible voice of God does not come to us very often. The primary way we hear from God is through His still, small voice within, or that inner witness. The primary reason we don’t hear Him is we are just too busy. He says to us, “Let be and be still, and know (recognize and understand) that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).


  I mentioned earlier the time Elijah was running from the death threats of Jezebel and needed to hear from God (see 1 Kings 19). Elijah was a great man of God, but he found himself in a desperate situation. It is meant to comfort us to know that this great prophet of God was a human being with a nature just like ours (see James 5:17). He had the same feelings and affections that we have and a constitution just like ours. Yet he prayed for it not to rain, and it didn’t rain for six months. When he prayed for it to rain, it rained (see vv. 17-18). But Elijah wound up in so much fear that he asked the Lord to take his life.


  His story shows us that no matter how great our faith may be, we will still need to hear from God at some point in our lives. When we get into trouble, God will come and help us get back on the right path, if we develop a reining ear that listens for His voice. Elijah’s story reminds us that God understands our weaknesses, and that even if we make mistakes, we can still pray powerful prayers that God will hear:


  As he lay asleep under the broom or juniper tree, behold, an angel touched him and said to him, Arise and eat. He looked, and behold, there was a cake baked on the coals, and a bottle of water at his head. And he ate and drank and lay down again. The angel of the Lord came the second time and touched him and said, Arise and eat, for the journey is too great for you. So he arose and ate and drank, and went in the strength of that food forty days and nights to Horeb, the mount of God. There he came to a cave and lodged in it; and behold, the word of the Lord came to him, and He said to him, What are you doing here, Elijah? He replied, I have been very jealous for the Lord God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken Your covenant, thrown down Your altars, and killed Your prophets with the sword. And I, I only, am left; and they seek my life, to take it away. And He said, Go out and stand on the mount before the Lord. And behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains and broke in pieces the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; And after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire [a sound of gentle stillness and] a still, small voice. (1 Kings 19:512)


  When Elijah heard the voice, he went out of the cave. God asked Him again, “What are you doing here?”


  When we have turmoil going on around us, it is very difficult for us to hear from God.


  I don’t know exactly what the wind, the earthquake, and the fire represent; but I think there’s a good possibility that they represent all of the turmoil that was going on in Elijah. I imagine his mind was in awful confusion, his emotions were in chaos, and his will was upset.


  I’m so happy God rescued Elijah from his sense of failure.


  I need that assurance myself. I think one of the reasons so many people listen to me is because I admit all the wrong things I do, and people can relate to making mistakes. When we have turmoil going on around us, it is very difficult for us to hear from God.


  One of the things that I think is a problem today is the busy, hurried, frantic, stressful lifestyles that people live. Busyness makes it very challenging to hear from God. One of the best favors you can do for yourself is to find a place where you can be still and quiet.


  GET ALONE WITH GOD


  Hearing God requires quiet solitude. If you really want to hear the still, small voice of God, you will have to be still. You need to go somewhere and be alone. Find a cave, like Elijah found, where you can simply be still. Jesus said, “Go into your most private room and shut the door” (see Matthew 6:6).


  You need extended periods of quiet to seek God. You need to be free of distractions and interruptions. I’m not saying you need this all of the time, but you must have time when you can be alone with God. If not, you are missing His best for you.


  In moments alone with God, He will give you a vision of where you need to go. As you take steps toward your destiny, you need to revisit Him frequently to learn the next step to take.


  Dave and I have offices in our home where we can pray and study. All of our kids work for us at our main office just a few minutes from our house. They are frequently in and out of our home when they need something. At our main office, our phones ring constantly. Anytime I come out the office door, there is someone there needing to ask me questions. Even with two offices, I don’t have a place to get alone and seek God without interruptions.


  I have had to find a place where I can go that no one can find me. I give about three people the phone number where I am. They know not to call me for anything other than an extreme emergency.


  I have to get alone with God; sometimes I have two or three days alone with Him. I cannot fulfill my calling without that time with Him. I have a job, a mandate, from God to bring a word to this nation and to the world. I need to hear from God. If I am not alone to give Him first place in my life, I cannot hear from God or be led by the Holy Ghost. I have to have time to give the Lord my undivided attention.


  You can’t wait until turmoil demands that you seek God. No one can find time to spend with Him for you. You have to get decisive and tell people around you, “I have to be alone to seek God.”


  I kept trying to fit God into all the unsuccessful things that were keeping me busy. One of the best pieces of advice the Lord ever gave me was this: “Don’t try to work Me into your schedule; work your schedule around Me.” I had to entirely change my approach and put God first. I found that whatever else didn’t get done simply didn’t need to be done anyway.


  When you are alone with God, don’t think about your problems. Sit down, get quiet, and answer God’s question when He asks you, “What are you doing here?”


  Tell Him you want to know what He has for your life.


  Ask Him to tell you what He wants you to do.


  Ask Him to tell you what He doesn’t want you to do.


  Present yourself to God and listen. You are honoring Him by going to Him. You will get an answer from Him. If you don’t hear Him speak during your time alone with Him, keep a reining ear turned toward His throne, and in the following days look for ways He answers you.


  A young girl said to me, “I don’t understand God at all. I spent many hours praying, trying to get a word from Him, and He never said one thing to me.” But she added, “Two days later, as I was walking across the kitchen to the refrigerator, God spoke to me about the thing I had prayed about.” She wanted to know, “Why didn’t He answer me before?”


  I said, “I can’t answer that, but if we are diligent to seek God and show Him that we want His will, He promises to speak to us. It may not be in our timing, but He will speak to us. I am certain that God will not to speak to us if we don’t spend time with Him.”


  I think that sometimes we try too hard to hear from God. What I mean is that we actually want to hear so badly we get tense about it; we let it make us anxious and almost fearful that He may not speak or we may not hear. This could be one of the reasons we often hear later after we have had a time of seeking Him. Later we are relaxed, just going about our ordinary business, and He is able to speak because then we can hear.


  You will hear God speak in a moment of inner and outer silence: “And your ears will hear a word behind you, saying, This is the way; walk in it, when you turn to the right hand and when you turn to the left” (Isaiah 30:21). He will direct your path one step at a time.


  GOD’S GREATEST DESIRE


  God’s greatest desire for His children is that they experience His best in their lives. He wants to have close fellowship with us and to be invited into every area of our lives. He wants to speak to us and lead us in all our decisions by His Spirit.


  It is God’s will that we hear clearly from Him. He does not want us living in confusion and fear. We are to be decisive, secure, and free. He wants each of us to fulfill our destiny and to walk in the fullness of His plan for us.


  Yes, we can hear from God in a personal, intimate way. Listen, that is the first step toward hearing. Turn your ear toward Him and be still. He will speak to you to tell you He loves you. He cares about your life and what you need. God wants to meet your needs and do more than you could ever think or imagine in order to bless you abundantly (see Ephesians 3:20). He will never leave you or forsake you (see Hebrews 13:5). Listen to Him and follow Him all the days of your life.


  God’s greatest desire is to have a people who worship Him in Spirit and in truth (see John 4:23-24), who follow Him and know His voice (see John 10:2-14). The depth of our personal relationship with God is based upon intimate communication with Him. He speaks to us so that we are guided, refreshed, restored, and renewed regularly.


  He will direct your path one step at a time.


  Romans 14:17 teaches us that the kingdom of God is not meat and drink, but it is righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. God desires that all of His children enjoy a life of right relationship with Him through Jesus Christ, that they have peace and abundant joy. This life is available to you, and I encourage you to settle for nothing less.


  You are one of His sheep, and the sheep know the Shepherd’s voice—the voice of a stranger they will not follow. You can hear from God, it is part of your inheritance—don’t ever believe otherwise!


  Questions For Discussion


  1. Are you trying to fish on the wrong side of the boat?


  Are you attempting to do something in your own strength? If so, what will it take for you to obey God’s voice in the matter?


  2. What does it mean to suffer in the flesh? In what ways are you suffering in the flesh right now?


  3. Describe a time when the Word came alive to you and directly answered a specific question you were seeking God for direction about.


  4. Do you feel led by peace? How? Give an example.


  5. When and where do you find a time and place where you can be still and quiet to hear God? How often are you able to do so? Do you wish it could be more?


  6. Ask God to tell you what He wants you to do. Ask God to tell you what He doesn’t want you to do. Listen. Record what He says (note that His response may not be immediate).


  7. What does it mean to worship God in spirit and in truth?


  8. What do you believe the Lord is leading you to in response to this chapter?
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