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To
Johnnie
wife, friend, partner,
who has demonstrated daily for sixty years the truths in this book,
whose lifestyle can be explained only by an indwelling Christ,
whom I can describe only in this way: “one heaven of a woman.”
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FOREWORD
When Christians pray, most realize that they are speaking to God. But many don’t understand that God actually speaks back to them. And, since they don’t expect Him to speak, they never learn to listen for Him.
I am so grateful to Peter Lord for this book, because he does such a masterful job of correcting this tragic misconception of God as a silent Father or a God we cannot hear.
I know I hear God as clearly as I hear my wife. He doesn’t speak to me in an audible voice. He uses high-impact spiritual impressions, but the messages are as real and effective as audible words could be, and through them He gives me direction, correction and comfort.
There is really no room for debate as to whether God speaks to us. The biblical record clearly shows that God has spoken to His people since the beginning, when He walked with Adam and Eve in the Garden. He spoke to Moses, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac and Jacob, and, of course, to all the prophets.
Referring to the Messiah’s reign, Isaiah 30:21 prophesies that God will lead His people by His voice: “Your ears will hear a word behind you, ‘This is the way, walk in it,’ whenever you turn to the right or to the left.”
In John 10:27, Jesus says, “My sheep hear My voice” (emphasis mine), and in John 16:13, He promises that the Holy Spirit will guide us by what He will speak.
God didn’t inspire the Bible to be written as only a love letter or an instruction manual, but so that we might also get to know Him personally. Hearing Him is a vital part of the intimate fellowship He desires with us. The ability to hear Him is so precious to me that I want everyone to understand and share it, and I am confident this book will help you make this present-day phenomenon a vital part of your walk with the Lord.
JAMES ROBISON
LIFE OUTREACH INTERNATIONAL
ACKNOWLEDGMENT
With special thanks to Kent Crockett for all your work. Without you this new edition of Hearing God would not have been possible.
Only one thing is necessary.
JESUS, LUKE 10:42
one
THE ONE THING
Jesus once entered Bethany and was welcomed into the home of Mary and her sister Martha. Mary sat at the Lord’s feet, listening to His word, but Martha was distracted from listening because she was busy preparing food. Martha came to Jesus and said, “Lord, do You not care that my sister has left me to do all the serving alone? Then tell her to help me.” But the Lord answered, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and bothered about so many things; but only one thing is necessary, for Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not be taken away from her” (see Luke 10:40–42).
What did Jesus mean when He said, “Only one thing is necessary”? And exactly what is that “one thing”? Here is how different translations have worded this phrase:
“One thing only is essential” (The Message).
“But one thing is needed” (New King James Version).
“But just one is needed” (Good News Translation).
“But only one thing is needed” (New International Version).
“There is only one thing worth being concerned about” (New Living Translation).
By comparing these translations, we see that only one thing is necessary, needed, essential and worth being concerned about if we are going to experience the life that Jesus came to give. But is this text an isolated word for Martha, or is this a truth for every believer?
It’s obvious that we can prove almost anything from the Bible if we handpick the verses that back up our beliefs. Literally hundreds of denominations are divided by what they think Scripture teaches. In fact, many people in those denominations won’t fellowship with other Christians unless they completely agree on every point of doctrine.
God did not write His Book to divide His family. I have found that many people who claim to believe every word of the Bible from cover to cover will take the liberty to freely interpret Scripture to fit their own particular viewpoints. They will validate their interpretations by deciding which verses are literal and which ones are figurative. They’ll claim that some verses are applicable today, while other verses were only meant for the early Church and should be ignored. Sometimes they’ll even add their own list of commandments that are never mentioned in Scripture.
It’s easy to add our own ideas to what God has revealed, which makes life more complicated than it’s supposed to be. Some well-meaning Christians tell us that “many things are necessary” to grow spiritually. But we must remember that it was the Lord Jesus Christ who said “only one thing is necessary.” That one thing is a living relationship with God, whereby we hear what He has to say to us.
Even Jesus Himself lived in this way, simply listening to His Father and obeying what He heard. Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does” (John 5:19, NIV). And it was in this manner that the believers in the early Church also lived and walked. The Christian walk is allowing the Holy Spirit, who lives inside every believer, to guide us into all truth, as Jesus promised (see John 16:13).
Mary was seated at the Lord’s feet, listening to His word. What does that look like today? It’s nothing more than setting our attention completely on the Lord and listening to what He has to say to us. Most of us believe prayer is telling God what we want instead of listening to what He wants. Prayer is more about listening than talking. If we approach God with an open heart, eagerly desiring to hear from Him, He will reveal His will to us.
But God doesn’t just want to guide and direct our paths. He also desires to have fellowship with us. The apostle John said, “What we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3, emphasis mine).
I took John seriously. I believed he meant those words for all of us. I have had fellowship with the Father and His Son, Jesus Christ. And, to paraphrase, these things I now write to you to let you know that 1 John 1:3 can be experienced in reality by anyone who is a child of God.
Our heavenly Father wants to commune and communicate with us in a true fellowship of love and enjoyment of each other. It is imperative to understand this as the focus and purpose of this book—hearing God.
This book has not been written to help us “get more from God” but to enable us to get to know Him in a more personal way. And fellowship is impossible if we cannot hear Him as well as talk with Him. “God is faithful, through whom you were called into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:9).
SCRIPTURE AND HEARING GOD
Does Scripture teach that we can hear God speak to us today? Is this a clear, important, repeated teaching—or is it one that can be supported only by manipulating small portions of Scripture to prove a point?
So much damage has been done in the Christian world based on what “God said” that we must be cautious. If there is a strong basis in Scripture for us to hear God speak to us today, then we may appropriate and experience this by faith. If not, we ought to stay as far away as possible from this idea.
As we prepare to look at the evidence in Scripture for hearing God speak to us today—biblical instruction, promises and commands—let us explore a few questions to stimulate our thinking:
THE PURPOSE OF SCRIPTURE
I still have the love letters my wife wrote to me during our courtship days. Though I keep them because I treasure them, my focus is not on them, but on her. They told me of her love for me then, and I am still experiencing it now!
Let’s suppose I memorized her love letters, and even decided to frame them and hang them all over my house. Imagine if I wrote commentaries explaining to everyone exactly what she meant in her letters. If I did all that, but never had time to spend with her because I was too busy memorizing, framing and writing commentaries, then I would have missed the whole purpose of her letters!
Similarly, Scripture is not an end in itself. It points the way to a meaningful relationship with the living God. It brings us into fellowship with Him as it demonstrates His love. Our response is to love Him with everything we are and have—and to show that love through obedience. “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify about Me; and you are unwilling to come to Me so that you may have life” (John 5:39–40).
Scripture is a collection of letters to us from God through special secretaries like Moses, prophets, apostles and others—letters urging us to come to Him for fellowship.
Obviously a photo is a picture of a person. It is not the actual person but a reminder of the person and what he or she looks like. We keep pictures of people we love in our wallets and frame them for our homes and offices. We keep them in photo albums as representations and reminders of people we care for. Though they substitute for those people in their absence, they are not enough to take the place of the people themselves.
In the same way, Scripture is a photo album of Jesus Christ. In Scripture we see Him as He acts out His role as Savior. We see Him also as Teacher-Friend-Counselor-Healer-Helper, and in many other roles according to our need.
But with those word pictures are the Lord’s current address and phone number. Jesus is saying to us, “Come to Me so that I can be to you now what I was in the past to others.” If we do not come, we have missed the primary purpose of Scripture.
Over and over again, Jesus taught the importance, the necessity, of hearing God speak to us. Jesus’ most repeated statement (fifteen times in the New Testament) was “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear!” The last seven times He said it (in Revelation 2 and 3), Jesus added, “what the Spirit is saying”—because Jesus was speaking from heaven, where He had already returned, and the Holy Spirit was here on earth.
Jesus defined His followers as those who “hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me” (John 10:27). On one occasion, Jesus’ mother and brothers could not get near Him because of the crowd. So they sent Him a message, saying they wished to see Him. He turned their request into a vivid demonstration of the importance of hearing God by describing the members of His physical family as those who “hear the word of God and do it” (Luke 8:21).
The Lord Jesus told us we are to live as He lived and to minister as He ministered. Then He explained how He lived and ministered by declaring that He did nothing on His own initiative: “For I did not speak on My own initiative, but the Father Himself who sent Me has given Me a commandment as to what to say and what to speak” (John 12:49).
Jesus told Martha that only one thing was necessary, and it was what Mary was already doing—listening to His words. And He wasn’t about to stop Mary from hearing heavenly truth so she could help Martha in the kitchen! (See Luke 10:41–42.)
WHAT WE CAN EXPECT TO HEAR
If we do the “one thing” as Jesus said, here are some of the things we can expect to hear God speak to us:
Words. “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and are life” (John 6:63).
Peace. “My peace I give to you” (John 14:27).
Joy. “These things I have spoken to you so that My joy may be in you, and that your joy may be made full” (John 15:11).
Faith. “Faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17).
Love. “The love of God has been poured out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us” (Romans 5:5).
Guidance. “I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come” (John 16:12–13).
Wisdom. “But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him” (James 1:5).
Mercy. “For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:15–16).
Assurance of forgiveness. “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).
Your needs met. “And my God will supply all your needs according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:19).
Instructions. “I will instruct you and teach you in the way which you should go; I will counsel you with My eye upon you” (Psalm 32:8).
Protection from evil. “No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, so that you will be able to endure it” (1 Corinthians 10:13).
God’s love for you. “He who has My commandments and keeps them is the one who loves Me; and he who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him and will disclose Myself to him” (John 14:21).
Revelation from God. “He will glorify Me, for He will take of Mine and will disclose it to you. All things that the Father has are Mine; therefore I said that He takes of Mine and will disclose it to you” (John 16:14–15).
Correction. “For those whom the Lord loves He disciplines” (Hebrews 12:6).
Assurance of salvation. “The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are children of God” (Romans 8:16).
Comfort. “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction” (2 Corinthians 1:3–4).
A MAJOR NEW TESTAMENT TEACHING
One of the strongest teachings of the New Testament is that God the Holy Spirit lives in the believer now, to be to the believer all that Jesus was to the disciples. This was one of Jesus’ greatest promises; He made it to the disciples, who were saddened by the announcement of His imminent departure. “I will ask the Father,” He declared, “and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever” (John 14:16).
Then He explained further: the Helper “is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not see Him or know Him, but you know Him because He abides with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans” (John 14:17–18).
Later, in the same message to His disciples, Jesus made an even stronger statement: “I tell you the truth, it is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you” (John 16:7). One of the functions of the Holy Spirit, Jesus explained, would be to teach them all they needed to know—what Jesus could not teach because they were not ready for it (see verses 12–13).
The teaching of the New Testament writers is that the Christian norm is to walk in the Spirit. Paul, when he wrote to the Romans, specifically defined the children of God: those “who are being led by the Spirit of God” (Romans 8:14).
“You abide in Jesus,” John writes to believers, explaining,
The anointing which you received from Him [the Holy Spirit] abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him.
1 JOHN 2:27
So many other places in the New Testament teach that God speaks to us that it would be impractical to list them all here. All of us who read Scripture as God’s Word should hear His voice clearly.
EXPERIENCING THE PROMISES OF SCRIPTURE
We cannot possibly experience many of the promises of Scripture unless we know God and hear Him speaking to us. Take, for example, that verse in James we all love to quote and to claim: “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him” (James 1:5, emphasis mine).
How can we experience this if God does not answer us? How could this be possible if we do not hear from Him?
When you and I pray as the Lord taught us in Matthew 6:10—“Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven”—are they just meaningless words to us? How can we know and do His will if He does not tell us what it is?
Most of the major decisions you and I make are not specifically covered in the Bible. Whom should you marry? What kind of vacation should you take? When and where should you take it? Should you buy this house? Is this the job the Lord wants you to have?
We struggle with such questions and agonize over our decisions. But the way to get the answers from God is clearly written for us.
Perhaps the greatest promise of all is the one Jesus made to us before He returned to the Father: the privilege of knowing God and having a personal and intimate experience with Him (see John 16:7, 12–13). This is impossible if we cannot hear Him.
Dare we accuse Him who so loved us of giving us stones when we ask for bread? Why did the Lord promise the Holy Spirit, and why should the Holy Spirit come to live in us, if all we need is Scripture?
Scripture is only objective revelation—objective because the Holy Spirit makes it so. To a man without the Holy Spirit, it becomes a subjective revelation. That is, it means what each individual thinks it means. A look at all the contradictory ideas that Christians hold, each using the same Bible and even the same passage of Scripture, is enough to convince us that we need the Spirit of God to illuminate the truth.
In outlining the coming of the Holy Spirit, Jesus said He would live in us for many reasons. Among these—and possibly the most important—is that the Holy Spirit will guide us into all truth (see John 16:13). He will tell us what Scripture means: what it means for us individually and what it means for us now.
To read and study the Scripture while ignoring its Author is one of the ways we “grieve” and quench the Holy Spirit (see Ephesians 4:30 and 1 Thessalonians 5:19). To grieve and quench the Holy Spirit is to grieve and quench Jesus Christ.
Listen to A. W. Tozer:
The Bible will never be a living Book to us until we are convinced that God is articulate in His universe. To jump from a dead, impersonal world to a dogmatic Bible is too much for most people. They may admit that they should accept the Bible as the Word of God, and they may try to think of it as such, but they find it impossible to believe that the words there on the page are actually for them. A man may say, “These words are addressed to me,” and yet in his heart not feel and know that they are. He is the victim of a divided psychology. He tries to think of God as mute everywhere else and vocal only in a book.
I believe that much of our religious unbelief is due to a wrong conception of and a wrong feeling for the Scriptures of Truth. A silent God suddenly begins to speak in a book and when the book was finished lapsed back into silence again forever.…
I think a new world will arise out of the religious mists when we approach our Bible with the idea that it is not only a book which was once spoken, but a book which is now speaking. The prophets habitually said, “Thus saith the Lord.” They meant their hearers to understand that God’s speaking is in the continuous present.[1]
DANGERS OF SCRIPTURE WITHOUT THE AUTHOR
Scripture itself speaks of the danger of reading it without the Author, warning us that “the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Corinthians 3:6).
Jesus’ prayer at the end of His earthly ministry included a plea for unity among His disciples (see John 17:23). And yet God’s written Word, the Bible, has been the basis for division and animosities. Denominations and even many individuals within denominations differ on what the Bible means. They use these differences of opinion as an excuse to withdraw, to criticize and to condemn others.
Without the Author—the Holy Spirit—to interpret it for us, the Bible becomes a dividing wall, killing people’s fellowship with one another. But when the Bible is read under the guidance of its Author, its words live and unify the Church.
As I said, we can read Scripture and miss God. “You search the Scriptures,” Jesus said, “because you think that in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify about Me; and you are unwilling to come to Me so that you may have life” (John 5:39–40).
We know that Scripture was written to tell men about God. And we are amazed that so many had read the Old Testament in such a distorted way that they missed God Himself when He stood right in front of them! The danger still exists that Scripture—if not handled rightly—can keep us from a real relationship with the living God.
Scripture not only reveals God Himself but also records His relationship to man in the past. It shows how God interacted with people. It tells what He did and why He did it; it explains why people succeeded and why they failed. We learn through the Bible how others experienced the power, provision, protection or punishment of God.
The Bible also contains prospects for the future. It tells what the future will be if we walk with God—and if we don’t walk with Him.
We often fail to consider that both records of the past and promises for the future are for motivation in the present. They are to demonstrate how you and I can experience God now and here in our own situation and life. What the Bible reveals about God and His desire for man can be experienced right now.
The challenge to us is to take the Bible seriously. To personally experience the God it proclaims. To know, in the reality of daily living, His protection, provision, guidance and all other manifestations of His grace now. To experience Him in a very real way because He is living inside every believer now.
Inspired by the record of the past, encouraged by the promises for the future, let us live and walk with Him now—“For in him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28, NIV).
WHY I STARTED LISTENING TO GOD
God used a series of unrelated events to teach me the reality of hearing His voice. The events listed below all played a part in my coming to a new understanding.
Skiing
While skiing in Colorado, I noticed some people on the slopes wearing red vests. On getting closer, I was able to read the words on the vests: Blind Skier.
This both gripped and puzzled me. I had a hard enough time skiing with two good eyes—and here were people with no eyesight skiing successfully. How did they do it? I had to find out!
The answer was that each one had a guide whose instructions the skier trusted totally, a guide who gave simple, specific instructions and directions.
The guide skied beside, behind, or in front of the blind person—but always in a place where they could communicate. The guide used two basic forms of communication: tapping ski poles together to assure the blind person that the guide was there, and speaking simple instructions about what to do next. “Go right. Turn left. Stop. Slow. Skier coming up on your right.” The only responsibility of the blind skier was to exhibit complete trust and immediate obedience to instructions.
Life is much like skiing downhill blind. We cannot see even five seconds into the future. We cannot see the struggles and tears to come—or all the other “skiers” who might run into us or whom we might run into.
But God has given us the Holy Spirit to be our Guide through life. He will walk with us and talk with us, and our only responsibility is to listen and obey. Before we can obey, we must listen. To listen, we need to know the voice of our Guide.
As I considered this, I wondered whether I could possibly hear God on a far greater basis than I had experienced thus far.
The Most Asked Question
Throughout my ministry, the question I’ve been asked more than any other is “How do you know God’s voice? How can one know whether the thoughts are God’s or are from the devil?”
This was a question I could never answer fully—because I sometimes had the same question. By God’s grace I am now learning to answer it for myself and others who are really wanting to know.
“One Heaven of a Woman”
The only way I can describe my wife is “one heaven of a woman.” But this was not always the case!
Before our fourth anniversary, Johnnie had a nervous breakdown. It was caused by her determination, as a very sincere Christian, to be a godly person, mother and wife at any cost. She carried the burden of trying to follow all she heard from good Christian leaders. It was too much.
While she was still undergoing shock treatments and medication, Johnnie heard one sentence a preacher said: “When Christ came to live in you, all of Him came to live in you.”
Her first response was “I don’t believe that.” Johnnie knew that if the preacher’s statement was true, she had no excuse for her present condition.
So she began to experiment, first in one situation, then in another. She discovered that Jesus was there, living in her—all of Him—available to be all she needed at all times and in every situation.
She has been a different woman ever since then. I have watched her over the years handle many difficult situations using God’s wisdom, and she’s never had a relapse. Johnnie has learned to listen to the Indweller. He helps her and advises her, and she is victorious. I watch her minister under His guidance and power and see amazing results.
My wife is just an “average” woman. Everyone who knows her agrees about that. But Johnnie is a winner because she has one important secret. Like Mary of Bethany, Johnnie knows how to listen to Jesus and follow Him.
Modern-Day Prophets
Men whom God was obviously using—men whom I respected in the ministry—urged me, “God’s voice must speak from within to bring enlightenment. It must be the Spirit of God speaking soundlessly within. That is what brings in man and makes him accountable to God.”
A. W. Tozer recalls,
Many years ago, the godly Horatius Bonar wrote: “A seared conscience is the sinner’s heritage. It is upon this that the Holy Spirit first lays His hand when He awakens the soul from its sleep of death. He touches the conscience, and then the struggles of conviction come. He then pacifies it by the sprinkling of the blood, showing it Jesus and His cross. Then giving it the taste of forgiveness, it rests from all its tumults and fears.”[2]
“Just the words of a Scripture text falling upon a human ear may not mean anything,” says Tozer, but he adds,
I believe that God has related these somehow: the voice of conviction in the conscience and the Holy Spirit, the point of contact, witnessing within man’s being. A person has not been illuminated until that voice begins to sound within him.
Men and women need to be told that it may be fatal to silence the inner voice. It is always perilous to resist the conscience within; but it may be fatal to silence that voice, to continue to ignore that speaking voice within![3]
God the Father
Another thing that motivated me to develop a hearing ear for God’s voice was the realization that God is a father and is interested in being my Father.
My early concept of God and His Son, Jesus Christ, is best illustrated by the word boss, someone for whom I worked. In an effort to please Him, my response was work—hard work—and more work. I wanted so much to please God by my works that I was neglecting important aspects of my life and responsibilities, such as my family. And, as a pastor, I not only worked but also prodded others to work, work, work, as another way of pleasing Him.
Where did I get as my primary concept of God that He was the Boss? Not from Him but from others, especially from my religious peer group.
What a relief when, in the early seventies, my particular part of the church put an emphasis on God the Teacher! We went from working to studying. Revival meetings were changed to Bible conferences, using books and tapes and discussions on every conceivable subject. We sought more and more knowledge—and we got more and more of the disagreements that inevitably come from the knowledge that puffeth up.
Then I made the most important, fundamental discovery about God: I found His real heart. As I began to listen in fellowship with Him, I discovered that God is first and foremost the Father!
Like any good parent, He is also Boss and Teacher. But above all else, He is the Father—my Father.
After this heart-shaking discovery, a series of personal events occurred. They involved every area of my life—family, relationships, work, ministry. God spoke to me through them, and I experienced firsthand the ability to hear Him. To know His wisdom, love, care and strength. I will be sharing these experiences throughout this book.
There have been major and minor life experiences for me, spiritual and material happenings that reflect God-given releases and restraints. In an ever-increasing way they have convinced me that I can experience daily—and in all areas of life—that I have a heavenly Father who loves, cares about and knows me personally.
God, my Father, wants to talk with me every day. I just need to know how to hear Him.
KEEP IT SIMPLE
Many years ago I attended a marriage seminar that was going to teach me how husbands can love their wives. The speaker gave us hundreds of ways to do so, and I remember thinking, I’m going to have to quit everything else I’m doing so I can do everything this guy suggests! He made the relationship with my wife complicated by giving me a long “to do” list, but he failed to say anything about loving her from my heart. If I did the one thing (love her from my heart), all the other things he was telling me to do would naturally follow. But he had it all backward.
We often do the same thing in our relationship with God: We get it all backward. We tend to act like Martha, thinking about the “many things” we can do for God instead of just loving Him from our hearts. It’s so simple, yet we try to make it so complicated. The apostle Paul warned us about being “led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ” (2 Corinthians 11:3). The main thing we need to remember about our relationship with Christ is to keep it simple.
I heard about a book entitled Nine Things You Must Do…(to succeed in life). What bothers me about the title is the word nine. If I have to choose between doing one thing or nine things to succeed in life, you can bet that I’m going to choose the one.
This truth about “one thing” wasn’t just a word for Martha; it is recorded in Scripture so that all of us today can remember to keep it simple. Just learn to hear what God has to say to you.
Only one thing is needed.
Just one.
He who has ears to hear, let him hear.
JESUS, MARK 4:9
two
A HEARING EAR
During a wedding reception at our home some years ago, I stepped outside for a moment to escape the crowd and the noise. There, on the small path leading from the front door to the driveway, was one of the ushers. Head cocked, he was peering intently at the plantings beside the walk.
“What’s up?” I half-whispered, trying to see what he was looking at and wondering what new escapade was being planned for the bride and groom.
“Mr. Lord,” came the awed answer, “do you know that you have eighteen different kinds of crickets in those bushes?”
Crickets? I stared at him blankly. I had lived here for years and never consciously heard a cricket!
But he, a graduate student in entomology at the University of Florida, had learned to distinguish over two hundred different types of cricket calls with his natural ear. Imagine learning to listen to crickets!
I suddenly understood that a person “learns” to hear and that a hearing ear can be developed. I also realized that there were many sounds I was not hearing.
I was asleep
but my heart was awake.
A voice!
My beloved was knocking:
“Open to me…”
SONG OF SOLOMON 5:2
What a challenge to learn to listen to God! And because some of the secrets of listening to crickets can relate to our ability to hear God, I will share them.
A BASIC PREMISE AND A CHOICE
“He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”[1]
Fifteen times is this statement by our Lord quoted in the New Testament. It indicates the importance of two things:
When one receives spiritual life at the new birth, one receives the abilities inherent in that spiritual life. God’s gift of spiritual life contains the ability to hear in and from the spiritual world: “ears to hear.” Without this ability communion, meditation and hearing our heavenly Father are not possible.
A baby is born with an inherent physical ability to hear but does not know what he hears. Likewise, a baby sees but knows not what he sees. Understanding—comprehension—must be learned.
Listening is the communication skill we practice most often, but many of us never really learn to do it right. Communication experts consider careful listening to be a learned ability, not innate behavior.
According to Dr. Lyman K. Steil, chairman of the Speech Communication Division, Department of Rhetoric, University of Minnesota, “We spend 80 percent of our waking time communicating, yet listening is the one communication skill we’re never really taught.”[2]
Sperry Corporation hired Dr. Steil to create a series of “seminars in listening” for its employees. Sperry later said in its ads, “We understand how important it is to listen, because mistakes in listening can be expensive.”
In the business world, companies have learned by trial and error the importance of learning to listen. In the spiritual realm, Christians equipped with “ears to hear” must learn to communicate with their Lord and Father in heaven in an ever-increasing way.
This is where choice comes in: choosing to use your ears to hear.
If the capacity is there,
the ability must be developed.
HEARING GOD MUST BE VITAL
If we want to hear from God, it’s vital that we learn how to meditate on His Word. Something is “vital” if it is perceived as necessary to live our desired quality of life. Under that definition, the best preparation for successful meditation involves a personal conviction of its importance and a staunch determination to persevere in its practice.
Jamaica, where I was born and reared, was once a British colony and used the British monetary system of pounds, shillings and pence. After Jamaica received its independence, the system was changed to dollars and cents. The new government faced an immediate dilemma because a good percentage of the population was illiterate.
Officials wondered, “How are the people going to learn to change from the pound to the dollar? Must we hold classes to teach them?”
A wise man answered astutely, “It won’t be necessary to have formal classes. Money is vital to the people. They will learn the new system quickly and learn it correctly.” And they did.
The principle he expressed is true. People quickly learn what they consider vital to their lives.
In the case of my entomologist friend, hearing crickets was vital to his goal of getting a doctorate from the university. He had made it a priority in his life. Hearing crickets means nothing to me, so I had considered them unimportant.
If meditation is important to you and you are staunchly determined to persevere in its practice whatever the cost, you are on the road to success. With this attitude, you have made splendid preparations for meditation.
In Search for Silence, Elizabeth O’Connor reminds us of St. Teresa’s admonition: “It is essential, I maintain, to begin the practice of prayer with a firm resolution to persevere in it.”[3] If you begin prayer with the attitude that it is an absolute necessity, vital to sustaining fellowship with Jesus, then you can be sure to make progress.
O’Connor continues,
If one be not convinced of the necessity of meditation in his own life, not resolved never to omit its daily exercise, he will soon give it up on one pretext or another. Therefore, one should not adopt the practice of meditation with the intention of “giving it a try”; but rather, one must undertake the exercise with a firm belief that it is of the utmost importance that he begin and persevere in it. Our mental attitude towards any enterprise will determine, to a large extent, our success in it: meditation is no exception.[4]
Why do people encounter God in a time of great need or personal crisis more than at any other time?
The answer is very simple. Crises are situations we don’t know how to handle but which must be solved for our survival. Therefore, in a crisis we turn to God.
Our desperation—
coupled with our inability,
our weakness, our need—
makes hearing from Him
an absolute necessity.
The great tragedy is that most of us only come to God in crises. We move from crisis to crisis and never learn that we need Him and His words for every part of life.
Until hearing God becomes vital to you and me, we are not likely to learn to hear either quickly or correctly.
THE SCRIPTURAL EMPHASIS ON HEARING
When Jesus taught in Mary and Martha’s home, Mary may have been the only one in that house who really understood what lay ahead for Him because she had been absorbing His words. Later, while the apostle Peter attempted to persuade the Lord not to go to His death, Mary anointed Jesus with oil in preparation for His death and burial. Clearly, this woman had received insights that even some of His closest disciples didn’t have.
A casual reading of the Bible by an unbiased mind would leave no doubt of the possibility—yes, of the absolute necessity—of hearing God’s voice. But the Bible gets down to specifics, too. Paul ties faith and hearing together, saying that “faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17).
“Without faith,” the writer to the Hebrews was inspired to say, “no one can please God. Anyone who comes to God must believe that he is real and that he rewards those who truly want to find him” (Hebrews 11:6, NCV).
Jesus tells us that our direction, our goals, our very lives must be built on His words: “Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4).
Elsewhere, Jesus gives us the secret of His own life, saying, “My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me and to accomplish His work” (John 4:34). “The Son can do nothing of Himself, unless it is something He sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like manner” (John 5:19).
Our Lord declared that He lived His whole life this way—His Father was the “programmer” of His life. He did the things placed in His mind by His Father.
This is the way God wants us to live our lives, too. If, as Jesus did, we would allow the Father to program our minds, we would walk in peace and power such as we have never known.
JOHNNIE AND PRAYER
My wife has learned to tune in to God’s voice. In situations with each of our growing children, Johnnie had to ask God to show her how to pray. He who is faithful answered—and Johnnie prayed according to the things God showed her.
Johnnie says, “It isn’t facts that cause us to worry. It’s our interpretation of the facts.” Her story in Learning How to Pray for Our Children ends with this testimony:
As mothers who believe in Him, we need to be assured that God does love that child, that He does have a plan, and that He is working whether we see it or not!
We need to know that God loves that child even more than we as parents can. We need to know that God can be trusted to work in our child’s life on His own schedule and in His own way to accomplish His purpose.[5]
In Jeremiah 29:11–12, the Lord in effect says, “I know what I have planned for you. I have good plans for you. I don’t plan to hurt you. I plan to give you hope and a good future. Then you will call My name. You will come to Me and pray to Me. And I will listen to you.”
Like Johnnie, people who have developed this kind of trust in God live in a great sense of peace, rest and victory. They see His promises as reality. They understand and practice taking “captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5, NIV).
This is living in God’s presence and walking in His light. The enemy will do anything he can to prevent it—and the Lord Jesus does everything He can to aid us. But the choice really rests with us.
DEVELOPING A HEARING EAR
A key to hearing God’s promises is to act as if they can be trusted. Sometimes we say that we trust God but then act like we don’t. A change in behavior begins with a change in thinking. We must “filter” our thoughts so that only those in agreement with God’s Word are allowed to guide us. Once we do this, it becomes much easier to hear Him speak to us. You do this, says Marvin Moore, by
an act of the will, a decision only you can make, and which you must back up with all the mental and emotional strength you can muster. Pretend that your mind is a TV set, and when a program comes on that you have decided not to watch, flip the switch.[6]
There are three steps to this process:
In large letters an acrostic sign on the wall of a health spa read,
F—Frequency
I—Intensity
T—Time
The acronym FIT is a principle for the development of any desired ability—in this case, hearing God. This principle is also essential for the maintenance of that capacity.
Paul tells us in Romans 8 that God’s children are led by His Spirit, if the Spirit of God really lives in them. “But if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Him” (verse 9). We must hear God if we are to live by the Spirit as sons of God (see verse 14).
Hearing God is essential for a good Father/son relationship. Paul says, “Walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh” (Galatians 5:16).
The taproot of spiritual maturity is
a personal,
continuous,
vital,
loving
relationship with Jesus Christ.
Believers who truly understand scriptural concepts realize that hearing God is the one thing they cannot do without if they are going to live the Christian life.
SUBSTITUTES FOR HEARING FROM GOD
Our churches are filled with spiritual babies who are failing to grow into the likeness of our Lord Jesus Christ. Despite all the supposed spiritual information and help that is accessible today, there is less spiritual health and slower-growing spiritual maturity than ever before.
The greatest hindrances to hearing God are all the substitutes, ready for immediate use. These may be helpful and even good in themselves on occasion. But, like many other things, when used as a substitute for the time, the effort and the perseverance of hearing God for ourselves, they become problem areas. Satan’s tactics are often to use good things to distract us from learning how to hear God:
Tactic #1: Read good books. Books are as accessible as our nearest Christian bookstore or library, where we find printed material on every subject. How-to books. Why-to books. How-I-did-it books and you-should books. For many people, they have become a substitute for God’s voice.
Tactic #2: Watch religious broadcasts. The sounds of Christian evangelism are available at the flip of a TV or radio switch at any time of day or night. All proclaim “the truth.” For many people, they have become a substitute for God’s voice.
Tactic #3: Attend religious services. One can attend a religious service almost any day of the week, most of them led by competent and spiritual people. Workshops and seminars, by experts on every conceivable subject, abound as church-affiliated activities. For many people, they have become a substitute for God’s voice.
Tactic #4: Seek professional and spiritual counselors. Many dedicated people are ready to give advice to anyone for a fee or even at no cost. The best speakers on any subject can be heard on a CD for as little as four dollars. For many people, they have become a substitute for God’s voice.
With all these substitute voices speaking of (and for) Christ, it is sometimes hard to see why we should take the trouble and time to establish our own personal relationship with the living Christ. We are much like the people of Israel who said to Moses, “You hear God for us.”
People who write books and articles, preach on broadcasts and give seminars can be helpful to Christians. However, we all must be aware that the enemy wants to use these media as a substitute for God’s voice speaking to us personally. They must be enhancers, a secondary resource, not the primary source of our life in the Spirit.
When we listen to friends, books, sermons or experts, we are making no commitment. We feel no real responsibility to act on what we hear. We can casually accept or reject the advice according to personal whim.
But when we hear from God Himself, we must make a clear-cut decision. We have only two choices: to obey Him or to disobey Him.
GOD’S PROVISION FOR HEARING HIM SPEAK
If an individual was adopted into a family in another country and moved there to spend the rest of his life, it would be necessary for him to learn the language of that new country. Otherwise, his inability to communicate would severely limit and curtail his life.
We have been made citizens of heaven, members of the family of God. Nothing is more important than learning to communicate with the Triune God who is our Father and our Savior and our Helper. Because hearing Him speak is vital, God built into us a system that helps us concentrate on things we deem important and allows us to ignore things that have little or no place in our value system.
God built into our brains a function that constantly filters out unimportant information and focuses on what is meaningful to us. We call it the Reticular Activating System (RAS), and this is the way it works:
Once your mind has decided something is important—like the crying of a baby—the RAS will bring it to your attention every time. Denis Waitley explains,
The “Reticular Activating System” filters out the unimportant stimuli and focuses on what is important at the moment.…Once you have made a distinction that a certain value, thought, idea, sound, picture, or feeling is significant to you, your reticular activating system is alerted. It immediately transmits any information it receives regarding this significant item into your consciousness.[7]
When you decide that hearing God is vital, your RAS starts putting God through whenever He speaks. You hear Him with the same intensity as a mother hears her newborn baby—and with the same promptings to respond.
The RAS alerts us regarding the spiritual world as we hear our Lord speaking. It is our picker and chooser. As Waitley describes it, the RAS is “the guardian of the mind.”
Your Reticular Activating System records everything and will concentrate your attention on what you have previously programmed to be important. If God’s Word is of vital importance to you, your RAS will send through all the messages that come to you from Him.
Two-way communication is essential to all relationships. Since hearing is your half of communication with the Lord, you must learn to hear. The Lord created you and saved you for fellowship; you were called through God’s faithfulness into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ.
But fellowship is impossible without communion and communication! “God’s voice must speak from within to bring enlightenment,” says A. W. Tozer. “It must be the Spirit of God speaking soundlessly within—that is what brings him in and makes him accountable to God.”[8]
Until your value system—your set of priorities—is so alerted that hearing God becomes your number one priority, you are not going to hear Him very well. Having you hear Him is so important to God that He equipped you with the RAS to become attentive and tuned in to His voice. But if you are to develop a hearing ear, hearing God must have top priority in your life.
THE IMPORTANCE OF OUR RESPONSE
My eldest son used to live in one of the most magnificent areas of Colorado, in a town surrounded by snow-capped peaks. From his office window he had an incredible view of Pikes Peak, one of the most famous mountains in North America, seldom without snow and always majestic. People move to this area for the climate and the scenery. I never visited him without being overwhelmed by the wonder of it all.
One day, looking at the scenery with him and fearing a day would come when he might stop noticing it, I said, “Richard, let me tell you how to protect yourself from taking this beauty for granted. When you see it, give expression to it—say something to someone about it, or write about it, or just say something out loud. You will then see more beauty than you have ever seen before.”
We can easily lose our sensitivity to things that we once thought valuable. I live at one of the last frontiers of earth, Cape Kennedy. What an exciting place to be! Yet many residents have become so accustomed to it that they have lost all appreciation, all excitement, all interest in being at the very edge of history.
However, it is possible to develop an increasing awareness by properly applying the law of response available through our God-given RAS.
As I noted, people living next door to airports who are never bothered by the planes have used negative filtering to filter out what they don’t want to hear. When they moved into the house, the noise of the planes was annoyingly loud, but they learned to ignore it and in a short time ceased to hear it.
Conversely, the man who walks through the woods, hears the birds sing and then tells you what birds he hears has used positive focusing—he focused his hearing by selective listening.
An uncle took me through the woods one day and showed me sights I had never seen, although I walked there often. Because my uncle always talked about what he saw, he saw more and more, and he was able to share it with me.
The person who listens to God and responds positively will hear more and more and more from the Lord. This is not because God is speaking more to that person but because he or she has developed the ability to hear what God is saying.
BEARING FRUIT WITH PERSEVERANCE
Our Lord encourages us beyond measure to listen to Him: “For whoever has, to him more shall be given” (Matthew 13:12). A few verses later, Jesus explains that seemingly hard-to-understand parable of the sower. The ones on whom seed was sown on the good soil, He is telling us, are those who hear the word, understand it and bear fruit (see verse 23).
Now let us look at some practical suggestions on using the law of response to develop your ability to hear God.
There Must Be a Purposed Response
You must have a commitment to respond. The first thing I told my son about staying sensitive to the beauty of his environment was “Don’t ever look at this without saying something about it. Don’t let yourself look at it and not respond in some way.”
A hardness has settled over much of the Church of Jesus Christ. How did this take place? Not from a lack of hearing truth, but from a lack of responding to the truth we have heard. “Church,” in whatever form we get it, directly or from the popular media, has become a performance. The result is a “hard heart” that no longer really hears.
The worst thing you can do—the quickest way to become insensitive—is to ignore an impression. So you must commit yourself to listening to your Lord in order to respond, and you must not allow yourself to hear without responding.
There Must Be a Positive Response
The second advice I gave Richard was “Always give a positive response to what you see and observe. Say, ‘What a beautiful peak! Look at the shadow of the trees! What a magnificent rock!’”
It is very important in developing a hearing heart that we give a positive response to what we hear from God. Responding positively is the key to developing sensitivity to God and to working discipline into our lives.
There Must Be a Negative Response
As we develop our sensitivity to God’s voice, negative responding is necessary to become insensitive and unresponsive to the world’s values and ways.
Out of their wisdom and long experience, the Old Testament men of God recognized this truth when they told us, “Happy is the person who does not listen to the wicked, who does not go where sinners go, who does not do what bad people do” (see Psalm 1:1; Proverbs 1:10; 4:14–15).
“Do not love the world nor the things in the world,” counseled John (1 John 2:15). The world is passing away. And everything that people want in the world is passing away. But the person who does the will of God lives forever (see verse 17).
By deliberately ignoring the impressions of the world as much as possible, we can train ourselves to lose awareness of its spiritually unhealthy distractions.
The world bombards us with the philosophy that “the good life” is measured by the abundance of material things one possesses. TV commercials, billboards, catalogs, alluring shop windows and a thousand other devices tempt us to open our purses.
If we practice ignoring these stimuli by refusing to read catalogs or expose ourselves to printed advertisements, by turning off the media hype and by finding beneficial ways to amuse ourselves, we will slowly become less sensitized to “the things in the world.” We can then spend time and money on things we truly need and that God wants us to have.
There Must Be an Increased Response
The law of response says our sensitivity increases in direct proportion to the positive responses we give to our impressions. The more we respond to the things of God—especially to the guiding voice of the Holy Spirit—the more aware we will become of Him and His world.
There Must Be a Practical Response
The last advice I gave Richard was “If possible, do something—act on what you have seen as soon as possible. Share it with somebody, take a picture of it, write something down about what you have noticed.”
It should be the same when the Lord speaks. Your response should include something practical and should be done as quickly as is appropriate. For example:
To respond in a practical way to what God has said heightens our sensitivity to His voice. But we cannot please God without faith, and that begins with God’s showing us or telling us something—and He does this in our imagination.
A. W. Tozer explains:
Every advance made by mankind in any field began as an idea to which nothing for the time corresponded. The mind of the inventor simply took bits of familiar ideas and made out of them something which was not only wholly unfamiliar but which up to that time was altogether nonexistent. Thus we “created” things and by so doing prove ourselves to have been made in the image of the Creator.[9]
As, down in the sunless retreats of the ocean,
Sweet flowers are springing no mortal can see.
So, deep in my heart, the still prayer of devotion,
Unheard by the world, rises, silent, to Thee.
My God! Silent, to Thee—
Pure, warm, silent, to Thee.
As, still to the star of its worship, though clouded,
The needle points faithfully o’er the dim sea,
So, dark as I roam, through this wintry world shrouded,
The hope of my spirit turns, trembling, to Thee,
My God! Trembling to Thee—
True, fond, trembling, to Thee.
THOMAS MOORE, 1719–1852
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A PURE HEART
You and I also need pure, undivided hearts if we would hear God.
Pure. To most of us the word means the absence of contamination, the elimination of evil. But this is only part of its meaning. The other part is single-mindedness—the desire and commitment to one thing, one purpose.
“Pure” gold is not only free from dirt; it is free from everything else, even the best of other materials. Even a ring that contains gold, silver and diamonds is not pure gold. For pure gold is gold—nothing more, nothing less.
Similarly, a pure heart wills and seeks and wants one thing only. Every decision, every choice, every evaluation is based on that one desire. Søren Kierkegaard titled one of his books Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing.
We might say that “the heart” is the real person. It is “pure” when all the pretense, masks, regulated behavior, old concepts and guards are stripped away. And there is no question as to the importance of a pure heart to God:
GETTING A PURE HEART
If a pure heart is so important to God, how do we cooperate with God so that we attain this purity of purpose? The process takes time and action on our part, but it is guided by the Holy Spirit in the life of the sincere, cooperative believer. And it includes definite procedures.
Procedure #1: Cleansing
Do you know the difference between forgiveness and cleansing? It’s the difference between cutting off a weed at the ground with your mower and pulling it out by its roots. Forgiveness has to do with the results of sin. Cleansing has to do with the cause of sin.
Forgiveness comes by confession and restitution. Cleansing comes by walking in the light:
God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness.…If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth; but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.
1 JOHN 1:5–7
Many of us keep asking God for forgiveness for the same sins, over and over and over again. The reason is that we have never experienced cleansing. The cause of the sins has not been eradicated.
If the top of the sin-weed is cut off, for a short while it cannot be seen on the surface. But the weed will soon return, unless it is pulled out by its root. When we keep committing certain sins, we need to ask God to show us the root, the cause of our disobedience. We must ask Him what our part is in getting rid of it.
To “walk in the light” means that the Lord will be asking you to make a lifestyle change. This may mean a change in the way you use time—a form of discipline or some new and ordered behavior that He wishes to integrate into your life.
Parents punish their children for a short time in a way they think best. “But [God],” says the writer to the Hebrews as the Spirit dictated,
disciplines us for our good, so that we may share His holiness. All discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness.
HEBREWS 12:10–11
A cleansed heart is the first step toward a pure heart.
Procedure #2: Circumcision
What is a circumcised heart? How do I get one? What will be its results?
First remember that all the physical rules of the Old Testament were just shadows of spiritual realities. This is sometimes hard to understand, but Paul clearly spells it out in his letter to the Romans: A person is not a true Jew if he is only a Jew in his physical body. True circumcision is not only on the outside of the body.
For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh. But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter; and his praise is not from men, but from God.
ROMANS 2:28–29
If you have ever seen a person whose whole life was wrapped up in anything, surrounded by and entwined in that one thing over a continuing period of time, you will begin to get a picture of a “whole” heart. A circumcised heart has had everything superfluous cut away, and that means removing the “good” that hinders the “best.”
Cleansing takes care of evil roots. Circumcision takes care of the good but unnecessary things that crowd out God. When we understand this, we realize we need some very delicate and deep surgery in our hearts. That surgery will place God in a position of priority that no other person, thing, or pursuit can ever know.
How does this take place?
There is, as in all things, a twofold effort—God’s and ours. We cannot do it without Him, and He will not do it without our cooperation:
As in every other phase of the Christian life, heart circumcision is a cooperative action between God and ourselves.
SOME PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS
The beginning of this journey requires some practical steps:
God’s promise is “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8).
If your heart is pure, your perception of God will be clear and definite, and communication with Him will be easier.
A hearing ear. A pure heart. These are the basic necessities for God’s child to hear the Father speak.
I will instruct you and teach you in the way which you should go;
I will counsel you with My eye upon you.
PSALM 32:8
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GPS: GOD’S POSITIONING SYSTEM
The Global Positioning System (GPS) is a satellite-based navigation system made up of a network of thirty satellites that were placed into orbit by the U.S. Department of Defense. Although GPS was originally intended for military applications, the government made the system available for civilian use in the 1980s.
GPS works anywhere in the world, 24 hours a day. Information is beamed from space to earth, which is then used in navigation, map-making, land surveying, tracking and surveillance. There are no subscription fees or setup charges to use it, which is a miracle in itself.
Although the military uses the system for multiple purposes, many ordinary citizens have a GPS receiver in their car or truck so they’ll know exactly where they are and how to get where they’re going. However, the GPS can’t lead anywhere if the driver hasn’t first punched in a destination. The person on earth must tell the GPS receiver where he or she wants to end up, and then the GPS can direct the path to the desired destination.
If the vehicle mistakenly makes a wrong turn, a programmed voice will speak to the driver, instructing how to get back on the right path: “Make a U-turn and turn right on Highway 75.” The satellite can also “see” what lies ahead, and the GPS receiver can use the satellite’s signals to instruct the driver concerning an upcoming turn: “In one mile, turn left on Road 46.” Not only does the receiver know the plan for the journey, it can also calculate the approximate hours and minutes it will take and the estimated arrival time. This handy little device has become so popular that we’ve already started taking it for granted, but it truly is another marvel of our modern world.
GPS FOR OUR JOURNEY THROUGH LIFE
Recently I attended the graduation ceremony of my grandson and four hundred other soon-to-be graduates in Asheville, North Carolina. These young adults were full of excitement and anticipation, on the verge of shoving out into the ocean of life. Up until this time, they had been in a protected harbor with no real storms to face. Their needs were met by their parents, who for the most part governed their lives and made the major decisions for them.
Now they were pushing out into the sea of uncertainty. Life is a big ocean with many possible destinations, full of unpredictable winds and currents that can easily take a person off course without the person being aware of it.
I wondered as I sat there, How many of these young people are really aware that they are about to enter a totally different world than they have been used to? Are any of them prepared for the storms that will come their way, or the dangers they are bound to experience? How many have a life destination in mind? Have they even considered the fact that they will need a spiritual GPS to guide them on the journey they are beginning into a world that’s rapidly changing?
LIFE PRINCIPLES APPLY TO EVERYONE
In writing a letter of congratulations to my grandson, I decided to give him some guidance. I wrote down four truths that I thought could help him find the right path in life. These principles are unchangeable, and therefore they must be reckoned with.
Sometimes we aren’t really aware of the intentions of our hearts and wonder why we do certain things and make certain choices. It’s usually because deep down in the inner man, we have desires for things that we assume will enrich our lives. We really believe that someone or something will make us happy forever, so we pursue those things, even when they’re not in our best interests. Casting caution to the wind, we take off on the wrong paths, led by our own impulses. We’ve just entered the “trial and error” approach to life.
But God has a better way. Let’s take a closer look at the four principles I shared with my grandson.
Make a Plan to Your Destination
The mind of man plans his way, but the LORD directs his steps.
PROVERBS 16:9
As I sat in the auditorium in Asheville, I wondered how many in that group of young adults had a goal for life and a planned way to get there. My guess is very few of them did. Of course, some had a destination for their future education and work and a plan to reach it. But how many of them realized that there is much more to life than a work destination?
In all my years of ministry, I’ve seen many people who reached a work destination and did well at it, but whose lives were thoroughly messed up because it didn’t include other important facets of life. They had neglected to pursue the spiritual destination, the family and relationships destination, and a healthy financial destination. What sense does it make to succeed in just one area of life but fail in all the rest? God wants to guide and direct us in every facet of life.
A properly planned destination will consider every area of life and all the stages one must naturally go through. The way to do that is to think “down the road,” make a plan to get there and let the Lord direct our steps. Even though we all know we’ll someday retire from the workforce, many people don’t ever prepare for it by making regular deposits into a retirement account. Yet they assume a huge nest egg will be miraculously awaiting them at age 65 or whenever.
Wishful thinking doesn’t work for retirement accounts, and it doesn’t work for anything else in life either. God wants us to make plans and then follow through with them. If we will make the plans, He promises to direct our steps.
Life Is a Team Effort
Can two walk together, except they be agreed?
AMOS 3:3, KJV
The struggles in life force us to walk with others. Whether at work, at home, at church or in the community, we’ll always be interacting with others. If we know how to get along well with others, then life will be enriched. It is evident too that unless two people are in agreement on what they want in a given circumstance or where to go, they cannot really work or walk together.
This is one of the main reasons why marriages break up. Rarely do couples talk about their goals in life, either before or after getting married. Then one day they wake up to find out they have very different ideas about what they want to do or where they want to go in life. The husband and wife, who at one time were madly in love with each other, will now say, “We don’t have anything in common.”
The principle of agreement also applies to the Christian life. If we are going to walk with God, then we have to agree to go where God is going. If He leads in one direction, we can’t go in another. Agreement means to walk together. We choose to do His will.
A person who isn’t sure about a life destination is at best double minded. He isn’t sure what he really wants, so he’ll vacillate when it comes to making a decision. James wrote of the double-minded man, “For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord” (James 1:7). This type of person says he wants God but has other goals in mind as well.
If you were to take a survey asking men and women to name their purpose in life, most people would give you an empty stare. They just don’t know. To answer that question, you must assume that some kind of divine plan is waiting to be revealed and fulfilled. It’s estimated that less than 10 percent of people have a definite life purpose and goal in mind.
In his book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey says to “begin with the end in mind.” That means we must think through our destinations. Once we’ve found them, we can then begin.
Then we must walk with those who are headed in the same direction. If a husband and wife have the same goals, they can help each other get there. But if they have radically different values and ideas, they’ll constantly be fighting. Churches can’t walk together unless they are in agreement about the basic things they believe. The principle of agreement is an important element in reaching your destination.
We Make Our Decisions—Our Decisions Make Us
The backslider in heart will have his fill of his own ways, but a good man will be satisfied with his.
PROVERBS 14:14
We have the God-given right to make decisions, but once we make them, our decisions then have the power to influence what we’ll become. All decisions have consequences, and every one of us is a result of the decisions we have been making over a period of time. This is both bad news and good news.
The bad news is that we can’t blame anyone but ourselves for where we are in life. In the parable of the Prodigal Son, the son decided to rebel against his father and journey to a foreign land. The disastrous consequences that he experienced were a direct result of that one decision to take the wrong path. But even when we make bad choices, God can still teach us valuable lessons.
The good news is that no matter what we’ve done, we can still change our destination by making a new set of decisions. God still has a plan for us for the rest of the way. Once the Prodigal Son hit the bottom, he came to his senses and returned home. He realized how miserable his wrong choice had made him and that going back to his father would be better than being in the pigpen. To his surprise, his father ran to greet him with a hug and celebrated his return. This is the way the Lord greets us when we decide to return to Him.
Make Decisions with the Destination in Mind
Therefore we also have as our ambition, whether at home or absent, to be pleasing to Him.
2 CORINTHIANS 5:9
We make our decisions based on where we want to go, which is our desired destination. In Lewis Carroll’s classic book, Alice in Wonderland, Alice is confused about her direction and asks the Cheshire Cat, “Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?”
“That depends a great deal on where you want to go,” replies the Cheshire Cat.
“I don’t much care where,” says Alice.
“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go.”[1]
Whether we’re conscious of it or not, deep in our hearts are certain desires that point us to the decisions we make. For instance, if I want to be happy, I’ll make decisions based on what I believe will make me happy. Then I’ll make it my goal to go after money, fame or whatever I believe will bring fulfillment. This approach to decision making is both unwise and unfruitful, because happiness is simply a by-product of living for God.
There’s no shortage of worldly GPSs to tell us how to succeed in life, although their definition of success isn’t the same as God’s. If you want to get rich, a whole host of GPSs will instruct you how to get there. “Secrets to financial success” books are designed to lead you down a path that promises wealth if you follow their instructions. Of course, if it always worked, everyone would be wealthy. But even with the best plan, very few actually achieve prosperity, primarily because most people either have the wrong motives or aren’t diligent enough to follow through with the plan.
But there’s only one GPS we can really trust.
GOD’S POSITIONING SYSTEM
God wants to guide us through this life into fullness, significance and achievement. However, His guidance doesn’t automatically come to everyone. We must choose our life’s destination. In the case of the Christian, it’s to walk with God and do His will.
But what “satellite” are we going to let guide us? What signals are we going to listen to, in order to achieve life’s goal? God says, “Choose for yourselves today whom you will serve” (Joshua 24:15).
We all have the God-given right to choose whom we will serve. God has given us a free will, and He will not override that will with brute force. Why is this true? Because the most important thing that God wants from us cannot be obtained by using pressure tactics. It can only be received when a person freely wants to give it.
God wants us to receive His love. Everything in the Christian life hinges on this one thing. Once we freely receive His love, we can then freely love Him back and share His love with others. I can’t give you twenty dollars until I first receive twenty dollars. The same is true with God’s love. We can’t give out any more than we have first received.
Jesus said that the greatest commandment is to love God with all our hearts, which is the foundation on which we base life. Here is an incident in the life of Jesus when He plainly tells us what is most important to God:
One of the scribes came and heard them arguing, and recognizing that He had answered them well, asked Him, “What commandment is the foremost of all?” Jesus answered, “The foremost is, ‘Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” The scribe said to Him, “Right, Teacher; You have truly stated that He is One, and there is no one else besides Him; and to love Him with all the heart and with all the understanding and with all the strength, and to love one’s neighbor as himself, is much more than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.” When Jesus saw that he had answered intelligently, He said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”
MARK 12:28–34
Here is Matthew’s version of this question:
One of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” And He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the great and foremost commandment. The second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets.”
MATTHEW 22:35–40
Does this leave any doubt about what is the first and most important duty for the Christian? No matter how great or charitable our deeds may be, if we skip this first step of loving God with all our hearts, everything we do will mean nothing in His eyes. But once our love for God becomes our top priority, hearing from Him will become easy.
Then the LORD came and stood and called as at other times,
“Samuel! Samuel!” And Samuel said,
“Speak, for Your servant is listening.”
1 SAMUEL 3:10
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RECOGNIZING HOW GOD SPEAKS
My wife and I were on vacation in Wyoming when we decided to go back to Florida earlier than planned. We caught a plane that took us to Salt Lake City, where we had to wait on standby. A group of five men on the standby list were also waiting in the airport. They lived in Georgia and were returning from an elk-hunting trip in Canada. Fortunately, all seven of us were eventually seated on the plane.
Although I had never met him before, one of the hunters was about to teach a class on prayer in his church using a plan I had developed called Prayer 101. He had been praying for several weeks that God would show him how to teach it because he was confused about a few things. For some reason, the Lord hadn’t answered his prayer. The group study would begin in four days, and he was getting uneasy about leading the class.
I sat down next to him and introduced myself. “Hi, my name’s Peter Lord.” The man stuck out his hand. “Good to meet you. I’m Clint. Your name is Peter Lord? I’m about to teach a book on prayer written by an author with the same name.”
When I informed him that I had written the book, he was shocked. He had been praying that God would show him how to teach the book, but he had no idea that the Lord would answer his prayer for help by sending him the author! For the next two hours, I explained how to teach the book and answered every question he had.
No one can interpret a book better than its author. And the Father has sent the author of the Bible, the Holy Spirit, to speak to us and give us further guidance.
Think about this profound truth: The God of the universe loves us so much that He’s willing to communicate with us! The Creator of all things wants to talk to us and guide us through this life.
I can remember a time when if I heard someone say, “God spoke to me,” I would have thought that person was some kind of religious nut. I had even heard some serial killers make that claim. Don’t only crazy people hear voices speaking to them? Perhaps that’s why so many Christians are afraid of talking about hearing God’s voice. No one wants to be accused of being weird or going off the deep end.
The idea that the Lord can actually talk to us was never discussed at the churches I attended while growing up. When I attended Christian college and seminary, some of my theological professors even ridiculed the idea. They taught us that since we have the completed Bible, there’s no longer a need for God to speak to us in any other way.
But something bothered me about that theological position—that the Bible is the only way He speaks. Jesus said,
When He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come.
JOHN 16:13, emphasis mine
Why would Jesus tell us that the Holy Spirit will speak to us if, in fact, He doesn’t?
I could see a real need for Him to speak to me personally. If I wanted to have an intimate relationship with Him, why couldn’t He talk to me? And what about the thousands of decisions that I would need to make over my lifetime that aren’t specifically covered in the Bible? I certainly believed that God’s Word could guide me in a general way, but I knew I needed more precise guidance from the Holy Spirit on some things.
HEARING GOD IS NOT DIFFICULT
Whenever I teach someone to hear God, I usually receive two responses. First, the person will say, “I cannot believe it is that easy.” Then their response is “I have been hearing God, but I didn’t know it was Him speaking.”
Many times God has spoken to us, but because we thought He had to speak in a booming voice from heaven, we missed it. Learning to recognize God’s voice and His ways of communicating is vitally important if we’re going to hear and trust Him. If we have the wrong ideas of how God speaks, we will usually miss much of what He has to say.
The Lord usually speaks to us in the “still, small voice” and through our desires and emotions. Once we understand that He probably won’t talk to us in an audible voice, it will be much easier to recognize the inaudible ways He communicates with us.
GOD SPEAKS TO OUR THOUGHTS
In my seven years of higher education in theological institutions, I didn’t take a single course on prayer or how to listen to God. Why? Because no such class was offered. You’d assume that if the faculty thought a course was important, they would have included it in the curriculum. But in this case they didn’t. It’s no wonder that so many pastors put little emphasis on prayer and hearing God speak to them.
Since that time, I’ve learned that the Lord actually can and does speak to us—but not in an audible voice. God typically doesn’t speak with words that can be heard with our physical ears. He normally communicates to us quietly in our spirits.
When Peter confessed to Jesus that He was the Christ, he didn’t know that God had spoken to him. In fact, Jesus had to inform him that he had indeed received that revelation from the Father, that it wasn’t just his own thought.
He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven.”
MATTHEW 16:15–17
If Peter had heard an audible voice from heaven, Jesus would not have informed him where the idea came from. Peter probably believed the revelation was his own thought, which is why Christ had to clarify its source.
I have never heard God talk to me audibly. He’s never written a message to me in the sky. In all my years I have only met a few people who claim they’ve actually heard an audible voice. Because I personally know their integrity and trustworthiness, I believe they’re telling the truth. Yet, even with these people, it wasn’t an ongoing experience, but a one-time event.
“God spoke to me” is now a vital part of my spiritual pilgrimage and life—not through an audible voice, but through the concrete impressions in my heart and mind. I know God was communicating to me because the words I heard came to pass and the outcomes bore fruit that glorified Him. Let me share one example.
When I was the senior pastor of Park Avenue Baptist Church in Titusville, Florida, I was praying on December 4. I heard God say to me, I want you to construct a building where people can pray. As proof that this is My idea and not yours, I will send someone to the church that you don’t know who will give five hundred dollars toward the building.
I didn’t hear an audible voice, but it came to me as clear words in my mind. I wrote in my prayer journal what the Lord had said.
The next day as I was praying about the chapel, God gave me a deadline: This will happen before Christmas.
Again I recorded what God had told me, but I didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t want some well-meaning person to try to be the fulfillment.
A week passed. No one brought me any money. Two weeks went by, but still no answer. Because time was running out, I started to doubt what I had heard. On December 20, I prayed, Lord, are You sure You didn’t mean by New Year’s Day? I wanted to give God some extra time to perform the miracle!
He didn’t answer me. He had told me “before Christmas,” so I guessed He must have meant what He said.
On December 24, a married couple from another city pulled into the church parking lot. They walked into the church and asked to speak to me. The church secretary buzzed my office. “Pastor, there’s a couple here that insists on talking with you.”
I invited the couple into my office, where they introduced themselves.
“Pastor, you don’t know us, but when we were praying God spoke to us. He told us to come here and give you some money. We don’t really understand why we needed to drive here to give this to you, but we’re just being obedient.” The couple handed me a check for $500!
I praised God for their gift and explained that the Lord had told me that someone I didn’t know would give $500 before Christmas as a sign that we were supposed to build a prayer chapel. As you can imagine, this was an assuring confirmation to them that they had also heard God’s voice and were doing His will.
Not only did the couple give the first gift, but later they contributed an even larger amount. We constructed the prayer chapel, which has been used for many years for people to intercede for others.
This is an example of how God can speak to people to supply needs and accomplish His purposes. But He didn’t communicate to us through an audible voice. Instead He strongly impressed our minds with thoughts about what He wanted to do.
GOD SPEAKS THROUGH FEELINGS AND DESIRES
God will speak to us in our minds, but sometimes we forget that He can also communicate to us through our emotions. He will place desires in our hearts, which motivates us to do His will.
In the church where I was brought up, emotions were not considered a good thing. In fact, we were often warned, “Don’t get too emotional.” To order people not to be emotional is to tell them not to be fully human. After all, God created us with emotions for a reason. Joy is an emotion. Grief is an emotion. Is it wrong to express joy about God in church, or is joy only permitted when your team scores a touchdown?
We are emotional beings, and our feelings can influence us to do either good or bad. Emotions are extremely powerful. Two of the strongest emotions are hate and love. Hate can motivate a person to do something as unthinkable as murder someone. Love will do just the opposite—motivate a person to sacrifice his life so that others will be saved.
Fear, anger, hate, resentment and doubt are all destructive emotions. But what about good desires and feelings? Where do they come from, and what should we do with them? If we can attribute good thoughts to God, why can’t we accept the idea that our good desires are also generated by Him for guiding us somewhere, or inspiring us to do something for His glory?
The Holy Spirit who indwells all true believers will often generate desires within us, which motivates us to accomplish something that He wants us to do. Undoubtedly, the Lord will speak to us through our emotions.
For example, strong desires for reconciliation and peacemaking are from God. When we have compassion or pity for someone, it’s the Lord expressing His love for a person through us. Have you ever noticed that Jesus was often “moved with compassion” before He did a miracle? Even though Jesus loved everybody, the Holy Spirit moved Him with compassion to accomplish the Father’s will through His feelings toward others.
And Jesus called His disciples to Him, and said, “I feel compassion for the people, because they have remained with Me now three days and have nothing to eat; and I do not want to send them away hungry, for they might faint on the way.”
MATTHEW 15:32, emphasis mine
Moved with compassion, Jesus touched their eyes; and immediately they regained their sight and followed Him.
MATTHEW 20:34, emphasis mine
Moved with compassion, Jesus stretched out His hand and touched him, and said to him, “I am willing; be cleansed.”
MARK 1:41, emphasis mine
EMOTIONS MOVE US TO ACTION
Often when I am praying, feelings and emotions of great compassion come up for those I am praying for, and often the Holy Spirit leads me to do something on their behalf.
One day while driving down a local street, I saw two policemen pinning a young man to the ground. Immediately a feeling of sympathy arose within me for the young man, as I realized his future could be in real jeopardy. Where did this feeling—compassion for someone I didn’t know—come from? I assumed it was generated by the Holy Spirit, and so I prayed for him and his future.
The Lord speaks to us through our emotions and often moves us to action through the desires in our hearts. If you are going to marry someone for a lifetime, you had better have some good feelings about making that commitment!
Where do these emotions originate, and what is their source? Is it just our own particular brand of flesh that makes us optimistic? Are our feelings generated by the love of the world, or by the evil one? Yes, many of them are; but what about other emotions that are good and healthy—those that build up, comfort, encourage and motivate?
The Holy Spirit who dwells in us is indeed the source of all good emotions that inspire us to do His will. When a person is filled with the Holy Spirit and controlled by the Lord Jesus Christ, he or she can trust that God will speak through the desires of the heart. Our actions will then be guided by the Holy Spirit.
Your emotions will tell you much about the condition of your heart if you will take the time to respond to them. And when you respond to those good ones and act, you will be a channel of the love of God to another.
When you sense that the Holy Spirit has generated an emotion in you, ask Him what you should do about it. Sometimes the answer will be just to pray; sometimes a phone call, a letter or a visit will be in order. At other times you’ll have a desire to help someone in a particular way. Be sensitive to the Spirit, and He will lead you.
GOD USUALLY WHISPERS
For some reason Westerns have always attracted me. I think it’s because as a child I read all the Zane Grey books and every Western I could get my hands on. I loved daydreaming about being a cowboy and doing roundups, rustling, branding and all the things associated with the old West. Of course, you can’t think of cowboys without horses.
My love for the West has had an effect on me whenever we’ve vacationed in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. It’s filled with western art galleries, a cowboy town and a western atmosphere. I’ve also collected some western art in my home, including two bronze sculptures of men breaking horses the old-fashioned way. One of them is a reproduction of Remington’s famous The Bronco Buster.
When you look at the Bronco Buster cowboy, you can almost see him thinking, I’ll show you, horse, who is in charge here! If the sculpture could come to life, he’d keep riding the horse until it finally submitted in obedience, which is called “breaking a horse.”
While I was in Wyoming, I discovered that using raw power and determination isn’t the only way of breaking a horse. I was invited to watch a man break a horse using a totally different technique. To my amazement, he did it by simply talking to it very gently, and moving very slowly and patiently. At first it seemed like it wasn’t working. But in two hours he had a saddle on an eight-year-old wild stallion captured from the range. The horse seemed glad to obey him.
He explained to us that the horse had to learn that he wasn’t going to hurt him, and the fear of man had to be removed so that trust could be established. You may have seen the movie The Horse Whisperer. While this man was not the horse whisperer featured in that movie, he had been trained by him.
The thought occurred to me, I’m sure by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, that God deals with us more like the horse whisperer than like the bronco buster. Any thinking person realizes that an almighty God could very easily use strong-arm methods to break us. Being God, He would have no trouble showing us that He was the boss and we had better obey. But we would be submitting to Him largely out of fear.
He doesn’t pound us into submission for the simple reason that He wants us to submit to Him in love. You can’t force a person to either trust or love you. Both trust and love have to be won. These are choices we make when we see that God has our best interest at heart. “The kindness of God leads you to repentance” (Romans 2:4). His gentleness results in us coming to love Him.
THE STILL, SMALL VOICE
When Elijah was running from King Ahab’s wife, Jezebel, he fled to Mount Horeb and hid in a cave. This was the same mountain where God first revealed Himself to Moses. It was here that the Lord taught Elijah through an object lesson. He sent a mighty wind that caused rocks to fall and break, but “the LORD was not in the wind,” which means He didn’t reveal anything to Elijah through this mighty demonstration of power.
God then sent an earthquake and fire, but neither of those were instruments of His revelation. In stark contrast to the powerful displays of earth, wind and fire, the Lord then spoke in a “still, small voice,” the sound of a gentle whisper (see 1 Kings 19:9–12). The lesson here was that Elijah shouldn’t depend on miraculous signs for revelation; but he should listen for God’s quiet voice for guidance.
The Lord usually, although I will not say always, speaks in a still, small voice, letting us know that we do not have to be afraid of Him. Because He loves us more than we realize, we must learn to trust that He has our best interests at heart. With so many things screaming at us, it’s very easy to miss the still, small voice of God.
In my experience walking with God, He has done very little shouting and no threatening at all. If you feel threatened or fearful, it’s safe to say that it is not God talking to you. “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind” (2 Timothy 1:7, NKJV).
God is love, and it seems that’s the only force He is going to use with us. Love does not shout and threaten; it pleads and waits for a response. On the other hand, the devil tries to disguise himself as God and often uses fear, threats and coercion to mislead people.
People who shout are usually trying to force others to do something or make themselves heard. So God takes the opposite approach and whispers. We have to quiet our spirits and listen carefully, or we will miss what He’s trying to communicate to us.
In the book of Revelation, Jesus says to the church at Laodicea, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine [fellowship] with him, and he with Me” (Revelation 3:20, emphasis mine). I am quite sure that God could easily break down the door and force His way in, if that were the way He wanted to operate. Instead, He gently knocks and waits for us to respond from the inside.
For this reason, we now understand why solitude and prayer are so vitally important in hearing God speak. We must deliberately turn off all noisy distractions and quietly sit before Him so we can hear His quiet voice. When He puts thoughts in our minds, we shouldn’t dismiss them as our own ideas. He might also place desires in our hearts, which will prompt us to do something. These are ways He speaks to us.
In the next chapter I’ll explain several reasons why some people have difficulty hearing God’s voice.
But they refused to pay attention
and turned a stubborn shoulder
and stopped their ears from hearing.
They made their hearts like flint
so that they could not hear the law
and the words which the LORD of hosts had sent
by His Spirit through the former prophets.
ZECHARIAH 7:11–12
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REASONS WE DON’T HEAR GOD SPEAKING
We have already discussed how the Lord wants to guide us like a spiritual GPS, “God’s Positioning System.” Even when we have the Holy Spirit indwelling us, however, several things can block the signals and keep us from hearing Him. If we have this wonderful GPS to guide us, why do we miss so many turns in life?
The early Christians had none of the many guidance devices we have today. They didn’t have detailed atlas maps, cell phones, Map-Quest or Google searches on the Internet. Although they had access to the Old Testament Scriptures, they didn’t have the completed New Testament. Their dependence was fully on the indwelling Holy Spirit, who still wants to guide us modern-day disciples.
On learning that Jesus was getting ready to leave the earth, His disciples were very troubled. So He gave them a pep talk, as recorded in John 14–16, which began with “Do not let your heart be troubled” (John 14:1). Jesus gave them assurance for the sweet by and by, but He also gave them promises for the here and now, in this life. The biggest promise of them all was the promise of the Holy Spirit, who would guide and direct us through this life.
“I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever; that is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not see Him or know Him, but you know Him because He abides with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.…But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come.”
JOHN 14:16–18; 16:13
Jesus promised the Holy Spirit to all who would follow Him, and the Holy Spirit’s work is to guide you into all truth. That means He will never lead us down the wrong path or in any way against the will of God. The Holy Spirit is God’s guidance system for every believer. What more could a person want for aid than this? The promise of God’s presence, purpose and plan for us can’t be purchased with money but can be freely received when we submit ourselves to His rule in our lives.
Christ told His followers, “And you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free” (John 8:32, emphasis mine). That knowledge is supernatural revelation of His will for your life. The truth sets us free to be the people God made us to be and do all that He calls us to do. He promised to lead us, but we must choose to follow that guidance.
Two recent news stories I saw illustrate what happens when we do not follow guidance, or when we type the wrong destination into our computers—and hearts. One headline read, “11-Year-Old Boy Dies After Mom Says GPS Left Them Stranded in Death Valley.”[1]
Was it a faulty GPS, or did the mother read it wrongly? In either case, we can be sure this will never happen to us when the GPS we are listening to is God’s. He wants to lead us to life, not death.
A July 28, 2009, Associated Press story reported that “a Swedish couple looking for the pristine waters of the popular island of Capri ended up 400 miles…away in the northern industrial town of Carpi after misspelling the destination on the car’s GPS.”[2] All because of a typo!
There is only one letter difference between Capri and Carpi, or between God and gold. It is easy to make gold a subconscious destination and seek to use God to achieve it. We need to take care, then, not to type in the wrong destination, and to follow God’s Positioning System.
If this is true, and if it’s a fundamental truth to all Christian living and ministry, why are so many believers’ lives in such a mess? And why don’t we listen and obey the guidance that’s gladly given by the One who loves us and knows what is best for us?
Many people have a hard time hearing God speak to them for six reasons.
REASON #1: WE’RE TOO DISTRACTED TO PAY ATTENTION
Even when you have the most sophisticated GPS receiver in your car, you won’t heed its instructions if you happen to get distracted. If you’re preoccupied with misbehaving children, reading the billboards on the highway, talking on your cell phone or admiring the attractive landscape, you’ll completely miss the signals being sent to you.
I realize that on life’s journey I’ll encounter many intersections and turns that can easily lead me off course. If I’m not paying attention, I’ll miss the proper turns He wants me to make. If I’m going to be guided by God, I must give my undivided attention to what He has to say.
Again, Martha is a classic example of someone who got distracted, so let’s dig a little deeper into this story. Jesus and His disciples came to stay in Mary and Martha’s home. When Jesus started teaching, Martha slipped into the kitchen to get the food prepared for her guests. She wasn’t interested in what He had to say because her preparations sidetracked her.
Do you see the problem here? The Creator of the universe was sitting in her living room, revealing secrets hidden from the foundation of the world, and she was too busy baking biscuits to listen! She thought Mary was wasting her time, sitting at Jesus’ feet and taking notes. Martha was preoccupied with physical food, while Mary was consuming spiritual food (see Luke 10:41–42).
Jesus informed Martha that she was worried and bothered because her priorities were wrong. She was too distracted to pay attention to the words of Jesus. If we’re going to learn how to hear from God, we can’t allow ourselves to get distracted by the demands of everyday life. That means we make it our highest priority to seek His face and walk in the Holy Spirit, who will lead us in His will.
“He who has ears, let him hear” is a phrase that Jesus often used during His ministry. As I said before, in the book of Revelation, He declares that phrase seven more times in this way: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” God wants to speak to His Church, and He’s not talking about buildings with brick and mortar. The Lord wants to communicate truth to both you and me. But are we willing to listen and heed what He has to say?
In a world where so much is trying to grab our attention, it’s easy to give God a backseat and let the seemingly important demands of life take the steering wheel. But the truth is that we can decide who is in the driver’s seat. It’s whatever we think is the most important.
Most spiritual people who have learned to hear God have set apart a daily uninterrupted time to pray, read His Word and listen to His voice. They often refer to this communion with God as their “quiet time” or “devotional time.” Jesus taught this principle when He said, “When you pray, go into your inner room, close your door and pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you” (Matthew 6:6).
While it’s true that we can pray in any place and at any time, this is the only specific place He told us to pray. What’s different about the prayer closet? It’s the place where we can be alone with God without any distractions. Everywhere else we go—jobs, schools and supermarkets—is full of commotion and voices that will grab our attention. We need to be praying at those places as well, but we’ll receive our clearest guidance when we’re in that private room.
You’ll never get around to doing this unless you purposefully find the place where you want to meet with God and set a regular time. For instance, you might decide to make your office the meeting place from 6:00 to 6:45 A.M.; it could be in the evening if that works best. (In the next chapter, we’ll discuss more practical ideas for getting alone with God.)
Don’t let this turn into a legalistic ritual, or you’ll dread doing it. If you’ve never done this before, try starting with fifteen minutes. It may grow into more time once you start hearing from God and He begins revealing things to you.
REASON #2: WE ARE IN A HURRY
Even when we do set aside time for God, we have to make sure that we’re not in a hurry to get it over. The person who prays, “God, You have three minutes before the ball game starts, so if You want to speak to me, do it quickly,” isn’t likely to hear much from God. Don’t be rushed. Once you’ve gotten to know the Lord, you’ll discover that He never seems to be in a hurry.
When Jesus was on earth preaching, healing and casting out devils, you didn’t see Him in a hurry, running from village to village trying to get as much done as possible. Many people today are in a hurry because they’ve procrastinated until the last minute, so they rush to make up for lost time. Others are in a hurry for the opposite reason. They’re workaholics running “full steam ahead,” pushing slow people out of their way so they can finish first, or so they think. Both people have fallen into two different ditches, the procrastinator on one side of the road and the workaholic on the other. Jesus wasn’t in a hurry because He operated on God’s timetable, making every moment count for the right reasons.
We live in a world where we’ve been conditioned to receive everything right now. Even when we go through the fast-food drive-through, we complain if we have to wait more than two or three minutes. The person in the window hands us five different hamburgers, four different kinds of drinks and three varieties of desserts. As we drive away with our food we whine, “I can’t believe it took them so long!” We wouldn’t do very well if we had to wander in the wilderness for forty years.
Because we’ve been programmed to get things instantly, we will have to fight against this tendency and remember that God promises to bless those who wait for the Lord. Here are just a few verses from the Psalms that confirm the need to wait:
“Wait for the LORD; be strong and let your heart take courage; yes, wait for the LORD” (Psalm 27:14).
“Rest in the LORD and wait patiently for Him” (Psalm 37:7).
“Those who wait for the LORD, they will inherit the land” (Psalm 37:9).
“Wait for the LORD and keep His way, and He will exalt you to inherit the land” (Psalm 37:34).
“I wait for the LORD, my soul does wait, and in His word do I hope” (Psalm 130:5).
“The LORD favors those who fear Him, those who wait for His lovingkindness” (Psalm 147:11).
Even in church we’re in a hurry. I’ve heard pastors say, “Let’s have a word of prayer,” and that’s what it usually is: just a quick word. It’s implied, “…and now we can get on with the really important stuff.” Of course, no one would actually say that, but we can only conclude from the time and emphasis given to other things that prayer isn’t really an important thing we should do.
Although I don’t know which church you attend, I’d like to ask you to think about what gets the most attention in terms of time and preparation. What gets the least? I’d guess that in 99 percent of churches, prayer is given the least amount of time, and almost certainly there’s no time given to simply being quiet and listening to Him.
During the last thirteen years, I’ve been invited to speak in about 250 churches of many different denominations. Although many of them have multiple staff members to cover important areas of ministry, I have yet to meet a “Minister of Prayer.” Our emphasis, or lack thereof, sends a clear message to the people in the congregation about what’s really important.
REASON #3: WE HAVEN’T LEARNED HOW TO LISTEN
Have you ever taken a course in listening? It’s an art that works in all relationships, both divine and human. If someone were to offer such a class, it would pay off dividends in all life endeavors. Scripture tells us to be more willing to listen than to speak: “Everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger” (James 1:19, emphasis mine).
When I am teaching others to pray, I like to ask them to write out their definition of prayer. Very seldom does anyone write “listening” as a part of the answer. If we don’t understand that listening is an important part of prayer, we won’t even consider doing it.
It’s not surprising that people are ignorant of the reality that the Lord wants to talk to them. For most of our lives, we’ve observed people talking to God without listening for a reply. Even in church, the request is made for God to bless the offering and be with those who can’t be here today. The prayer ends with “Amen,” which interpreted means, “The End.”
One definition of prayer is the communication between God the Father and one or more of His children—and all communication involves both talking and listening. But if the truth were told, most prayers are a monologue, not a dialogue. We wrongly assume that prayer gets better if it’s longer, so we tend to ramble, especially if it’s public prayer. The Pharisees prayed for several hours each day, which became a long, repetitious monologue. Jesus rebuked them by saying, “His voice you have never heard” (John 5:37, ESV). They talked a lot but didn’t listen.
No one can have a genuine conversation with someone without both talking and listening. Listening is not only a part of prayer, it is probably the most important part of prayer. For instance, to ask God that His will be done on earth as it is in heaven, without seeking to find out what His will is in any given matter, seems to be an act of futility.
When Jesus told His listening audience, “He who has ears, let him hear,” it was likely that nearly everyone He was teaching had a pair of ears on their heads. They were hearing Him with their physical ears, but not everyone was listening with their spiritual ears. The Pharisees, who constantly opposed Jesus, could hear His words with their ears on their heads but closed off their ears on their hearts.
In some cases Christ added, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” “Ears to hear” are spiritual ears on our hearts. This is why God can speak to us without using an audible voice: He’s speaking to us in the spiritual realm, which is received as words and impressions in our hearts.
As I’ve said, when Jesus spoke to the apostle John to write some messages in the book of Revelation, instead of simply saying, “He who has an ear, let him hear,” the Lord added, “what the Spirit says to the churches.” This addition was for the obvious reason that Jesus had gone back to heaven and the Holy Spirit had come to lead us into all truth.
Jesus could only be at one place at a time while He was on earth in His physical body. But after He ascended into heaven, He sent the Holy Spirit to be a guide to everyone, anywhere in the world. Christ told His disciples, “But I tell you the truth, it is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you” (John 16:7, emphasis mine).
The Holy Spirit knows all things and wants to guide us in the right way. If we’re wise, we will listen to the One who knows everything.
REASON #4: WE DON’T RESPOND TO HIS WORDS
Several times Scripture warns, “Today if you hear His voice, do not harden your hearts.” Whenever He speaks to us, it’s important to put into expression what we’ve heard in some tangible way. Anything we ignore, we become hardened to. And anything we respond to, we’ll become more sensitive to. If we respond with an appropriate action, such as writing in a journal, saying “thank you” or obeying what He says to do, He can trust us with more.
When a friend of mine was attending seminary, he rented an apartment next to some railroad tracks. He wondered why the apartment’s rent was so cheap, and he soon found out.
He was soundly asleep on the first night when the train came roaring past his room, blaring its horn. Immediately he jumped out of bed with his heart pounding, as he covered his ears to block the noise. After the train passed, it took him a little while to go back to sleep.
The next evening, the same thing happened. He covered his head with a pillow and went back to sleep. Each night after that, he briefly woke up and then quickly went to sleep. My friend told me that he eventually learned to sleep through the train noise without waking up! Because he stopped responding to the noise, he “hardened his heart” and it no longer bothered him.
This same friend told me that for years he has always woken up by the beep on his wristwatch. How could he sleep through a train but wake up to a soft beep? The reason is because every morning he responds to the sound of his watch by immediately getting up and brushing his teeth. This demonstrates how we become hardened to something when we ignore it, but we’ll stay sensitive to it if we respond. The same is true in hearing the Lord speak to us. We must act on what God is telling us to do.
A wealthy man who lives in my city felt prompted to give a contribution to a worthy cause, so he asked me for a recommendation. I told him about a local Christian alcohol and drug rehabilitation center that had helped many people. The man wrote a check for $130,000 and asked me to give it to them.
My friend and I drove to the ministry, and when we arrived we found the leadership group in a prayer meeting. We decided to join them in prayer. They were praying that the Lord would supernaturally provide a large amount of money so they could start another mission in South Africa. Little did they realize that God had already sent the answer, and the check was in my pocket!
I wish you could have seen the look on their faces when I pulled out the check for $130,000 and handed it to them. Not only was it an instant answer to their prayer, but it was also the largest gift the ministry had ever received.
Do you see how this works? God wanted a mission started in South Africa, so He laid it on their hearts to prepare for it and to pray for the provision. The Holy Spirit spoke to the wealthy man, who responded by writing the check. Then the Lord brought him to me because I was the connection between the request and the provision. It took all of us to respond to what the Spirit was saying to us.
Prayer is like a relay race, where one person hands the stick to another person, who gives it to another person and so forth. God often likes to use multiple people to put His plan together, and He knows how to “connect the dots” to make things happen.
On another occasion, I was preaching at a church in Texas. On the last night of the meeting, I was impressed by God to say, “I believe there is someone here who needs to give one thousand dollars so the church can buy as many copies as possible of the book Fresh Wind, Fresh Fire to give away.” I usually don’t make appeals like that, but I felt strongly that I had to say it. After the meeting, a man who didn’t regularly come to the church gave the pastor the money.
When the books came in, a woman asked for two copies, one for her and the other to give away. She gave the book to a friend, whose husband worked as a tugboat captain. The wife figured the only way she could get her husband to read it was to pack it in his suitcase on one of his trips.
As expected, he found the book and read it—three times. He came home a changed man as a result of God speaking to his heart. He got involved in a local church and started a prayer meeting. In the first year of meeting, 137 people came to know Christ as Lord and Savior!
Again we see the relay race where one person touches another, like a chain reaction. The Holy Spirit spoke to me to give the request, and then the man who gave the money, and then the woman who gave the book away, then to the wife, then to the husband, and ultimately 137 people came to know the Lord. All of us had to be sensitive to God’s voice and act on what He said.
So the next time the Lord speaks to you, remember to act on His instructions. “So will My word be which goes forth from My mouth; it will not return to Me empty, without accomplishing what I desire, and without succeeding in the matter for which I sent it” (Isaiah 55:11).
REASON #5: OUR VIEW OF GOD IS DISTORTED
Jesus taught some truths about the “good shepherd” (Himself) and the sheep (His followers). “I am the good shepherd, and I know My own and My own know Me” (John 10:14, emphasis mine). Notice that the Lord calls Himself “good,” which means He only wants the best for us. He also describes our relationship with Him as knowing each other. The word know in the Old and New Testaments is a word of intimacy, used in both places for sexual intercourse. In other words, this is the closest form of communication in a relationship.
Because I know my wife after all these years of marriage, I am closer to understanding what she says and means. Sometimes I think we can even read each other’s minds! In the same way, as we come to know God, we are much closer to understanding Him and what He’s saying to us.
I’m sure that you’ve noticed this in your own relationships. If you have a close friend whom you’ve known for a long time, you have come to understand how he or she thinks. You can probably even predict how your friend would react in any given circumstance. How can you do that? It is because you’ve developed a close enough relationship that you know that person.
Even though Jesus describes Himself as “good,” some people view Him as “bad.” They don’t want to get to know God because they have a distorted view of His character—they don’t see Him as a loving Father. Why would you want to get to know someone you don’t like?
If people have grown up in homes with abusive fathers, they will probably see God in the same way. They might perceive Him as a harsh boss or even a dictator, rather than a loving Father. Their relationship with God is colored by their warped perspective, simply because they’ll be expecting what they would get from a harsh boss or cruel dictator instead of a kind Father. This is why some people don’t want to listen to what God has to say.
REASON #6: PRIDE TURNS GOD AWAY
Pride is another reason why people don’t hear God. James 4:6 says, “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”
A magnet can either attract or repel. If two magnets have the positive ends pointed toward each other, they will repel every time. But if one magnet is turned around, they will attract one another. Both magnets can’t be “in charge.” One must submit to the other.
God is either attracted or repulsed according to the way our hearts are turned. When we humble ourselves and submit, we will be attracted to Him, and He to us. “Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. Draw near to God and He will draw near to you” (James 4:7–8).
Pride can be manifested in a variety of ways, such as vanity, gloating or looking down on others. It can also rear its ugly head when we brag about our accomplishments. Someone wisely observed, “A chicken lays one egg and cackles about it. A salmon lays ten thousand eggs and doesn’t say a word.” Are you a chicken or a salmon?
Another form of pride that’s not as easy to detect is self-dependence. Satan gets us to believe that our own attractiveness, abilities or intellect are the reasons why things are going well. We become particularly vulnerable after we’ve been successful, but we fail to give the Lord the credit. Once we accumulate everything we want and all our needs are met, we stop depending on God. Moses warned the Israelites about this attitude before they entered the Promised Land:
Beware that you do not forget the LORD your God by not keeping His commandments and His ordinances and His statutes which I am commanding you today; otherwise, when you have eaten and are satisfied, and have built good houses and lived in them, and when your herds and your flocks multiply, and your silver and gold multiply, and all that you have multiplies, then your heart will become proud and you will forget the LORD your God who brought you out from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.
DEUTERONOMY 8:11–14, emphasis mine
In our country, where everything we need is right at our fingertips, it’s easy to become self-reliant without even realizing it. We earn money at our jobs and then take credit for supplying our own needs, forgetting that “it is [God] who is giving you power to make wealth” (Deuteronomy 8:18). This self-sufficient attitude keeps the GPS signals from reaching us.
Have you noticed that when someone hits the bottom, that individual will often cry out to God in desperation? The person has quit depending on himself and has turned to the Lord for help. That’s the kind of humility that is attractive to God. “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18, emphasis mine).
[If] My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin and will heal their land.
2 CHRONICLES 7:14, emphasis mine
We see a correlation between humility and hearing God’s voice in the life of Moses. According to Numbers 12:3, Moses was the most humble man on the face of the earth. This tells us two things. First, the Lord sees the spiritual condition of every living person. Second, He knows whether pride or humility is ruling our hearts. Because Moses was the most humble person on earth, God spoke clearer to him than anyone else.
Hear now My words: If there is a prophet among you, I, the LORD, shall make Myself known to him in a vision. I shall speak with him in a dream. Not so, with My servant Moses, He is faithful in all My household; with him I speak mouth to mouth, even openly, and not in dark sayings.
NUMBERS 12:6–8, emphasis mine
The more we humble ourselves, the more clearly we can hear His voice. Humility doesn’t mean having low self-esteem or hating ourselves; rather we get to the place where we want to please God more than ourselves.
George Müller, an evangelist in the 1800s, said that in order to hear God, “I seek at the beginning to get my heart into such a state that it has no will of its own in a given matter. When you’re ready to do the Lord’s will, whatever it may be, nine-tenths of the difficulties are overcome.”
Once we get to that place, we are ready to hear what God has to say. “But to this one I will look, to him who is humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word” (Isaiah 66:2). When He speaks, we are eager to listen and obey. He may tell us to do something that doesn’t make sense because He thinks differently than we do:
“For My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways,” declares the LORD. “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts.”
ISAIAH 55:8–9
Now that you understand some of the reasons why people don’t hear God, I hope that you’ll do whatever is necessary to clear up the interference. It’s the only way that you’ll receive clear signals so that your GPS can lead you down life’s highway—and keep you from making those wrong turns.
An unquestioned fact:
We all, beholding the Lord,
shall be changed into his likeness.
A step-by-step process:
from glory to glory
Supported by the Holy Spirit:
by the Spirit of the Lord
The key:
beholding
to ancient Hebrew history
not marvelously intriguing stories
beholding
the LORD and the qualities of his character.
2 CORINTHIANS 3:18, ADAPTED BY PETER LORD
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THE TRAPS
The road to effective communion with God is pitted and pebbled with obstacles and mined with dangerous deceptions that can cause you to stumble and fall. These are many traps that Satan, the enemy, sets to catch the unwary child of God.
This clutter (these hindrances) can keep you from hearing God—from distinguishing His voice and having the fellowship with Him that is your privilege as His child. For your safe travel on this journey, it is important that you understand the dangers and learn how to avoid them.
THE TRAP OF HURRY AND BUSYNESS
As I said in the last chapter, being in a hurry when we approach God can keep us from hearing Him speak. The trap of hurry and busyness is a lifestyle that does not allow time to stop and listen to God and commune with Him. We can find so many good things to do that there is hardly a minute left to speak and listen to God. The attitude, often subconscious and unspoken, is that if God has anything to say, He had better hurry.
You surely know people caught in this trap. You may even be one yourself. Busy people. Religious people. Overcommitted people. The let’s-hurry-up-with-prayer-so-we-can-get-on-with-it people.
It’s like going to the doctor’s office, telling him (or her) all your symptoms, and then leaving before he or she can make a diagnosis and tell you what to do. Carl Jung once said that “hurry is not of the devil, it is the devil.”
If you have gotten into this trap, there is a way out. It begins with an understanding that the Lord wants your love and fellowship before anything else. Knowing that intimacy can never be hurried and rushed, you set a time in your life for meeting God and make it of primary importance. Many people have found an early-morning hour the best and easiest time for this fellowship with God.
You can hear God better when you give Him quality time.
THE TRAP OF EXTERNAL DISTRACTIONS
In the previous chapter, we saw how Martha was sidetracked from what was really important—Jesus teaching in her living room—by external distractions. This is a very easy trap to fall into. Most people learning a new skill know they must give it their full attention because they are in an area of unfamiliarity. Beginners in the art of hearing God’s voice are particularly prone to external distraction. Generally they have a great need for quietude because they are so sensitively attuned to the outer world and are very conscious of it.
External noises or activities that might distract include TV, radio and others’ talking or playing. Another attention-diverting activity could be doing something else while trying to hear God, such as vacuuming, driving or cooking.
Entering into silence is an effort that requires complete concentration. If you are a beginner, external distractions must be reduced to a minimum to enable you to begin to be conscious of the One who dwells in your inner world.
During a normal day, God’s communication with you will blossom out of the quiet time spent earlier with Him. Without it, the Lord withdraws until you stop and give Him your full attention. There is never a time in this pilgrimage when focusing on Him is unnecessary. The way out of this particular problem is fairly simple for those who are willing to pay the price of time and concentration.
Jesus knew about the trap of distractions. That was one reason He said, “When you pray, go into your inner room, close your door and pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you” (Matthew 6:6).
Jesus—the perfect Son of God—gave a demonstration of this need for quiet, for getting away from the world. “But Jesus Himself would often slip away to the wilderness and pray” (Luke 5:16).
Like Jesus, in your “wilderness” you will find solitude from both noise and activity. Here are some practical suggestions:
Filtering out external distractions will help you focus on what God wants to tell you.
THE TRAP OF NOT RECOGNIZING GOD’S VOICE
One of the common problems people have is not being able to recognize the voice of God when they hear it. They do not know Him; consequently His voice is unfamiliar to them.
There’s a delightful story in the Old Testament about Samuel’s first experience communicating with the Lord, which teaches us an important lesson about recognizing His voice:
And word from the LORD was rare in those days, visions were infrequent.
It happened at that time as Eli was lying down in his place (now his eyesight had begun to grow dim and he could not see well), and the lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of the LORD where the ark of God was, that the LORD called Samuel; and he said, “Here I am.”
Then he ran to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call, lie down again.” So he went and lay down.
The LORD called yet again, “Samuel!” So Samuel arose and went to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he answered, “I did not call, my son, lie down again.”
Now Samuel did not yet know the LORD, nor had the word of the LORD yet been revealed to him.
So the LORD called Samuel again for the third time. And he arose and went to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” Then Eli discerned that the LORD was calling the boy.
And Eli said to Samuel, “Go lie down, and it shall be if He calls you, that you shall say, ‘Speak, LORD, for Your servant is listening.’” So Samuel went and lay down in his place.
Then the LORD came and stood and called as at other times, “Samuel! Samuel!” And Samuel said, “Speak, for Your servant is listening.”
1 SAMUEL 3:1–10
The boy Samuel was lying down in the Lord’s house when he heard a voice calling him. It was God speaking to him, but Samuel thought that Eli had summoned him. Eli finally concluded that it was the Lord talking to Samuel and told Samuel that if he heard the voice again to say, “Speak, Lord, for Your servant is listening.”
The point is that the Lord was speaking, but Samuel didn’t know it was Him. God often talks to people, but they don’t get the message because they haven’t learned to recognize His voice.
Not recognizing God’s voice is more common among beginners like Samuel. Either they have no idea about God and His manner of speaking or they have preconceived ideas that are wrong. Many people have told me that they cannot believe that it is really the Lord communicating with them. They need to respond like Samuel, saying, “Speak, Lord, for Your servant is listening.” Once they are in “listening mode” it’s not difficult to recognize His voice.
The more you get to know God, the more you recognize His voice.
THE TRAP OF OUR MINDSET
In addition to the problem of not recognizing God’s voice even when He is speaking directly to us, another problem is our mindset. We are usually ready to hear God when He speaks through a great preacher or important author, but sometimes God speaks through people we least expect Him to use.
I was planning a trip to Disney World for my eight-year-old son, John. My idea was to include a group of parents and children. That way I would have other adults to visit with, and John would have his peers to play with on the excursion.
For a week I issued invitations, only to have each family decline for one reason or another.
“What’s wrong?” I wondered aloud at the supper table.
My sixteen-year-old daughter tossed her head and said, “Daddy, maybe God’s speaking to you. Maybe He wants just you and John to go—alone.”
It took me a whole week to recognize that Ruthie was right, because I wasn’t expecting God to speak to me through her. But I came to realize that the Lord was talking to me through my daughter! He could have told me directly, but sometimes He chooses to use others to speak to us. John and I went to Disney World alone, and we had a special time together.
If God could speak through a donkey to Balaam, He can speak through anybody to us. Once you get to know Him so well that you know His voice, you will also discover that He can choose to speak in a variety of ways and often through other people.
You will be more sensitive to God’s voice in all situations and among all people if you do not predetermine the most likely way of hearing it.
THE TRAP OF TRYING TOO HARD
Trying to rush the process is a common fault among people who are concentrating intensely on learning something important.
I remember learning to snow ski. I was trying too hard because I was concentrating too much. The result was that I fell, over and over again. I paid too little attention to the instructor’s repeated advice: “Relax. Let your skis do the work for you.”
Like me in my skiing efforts, beginners in listening to God often feel they must succeed right away. Fearing they might miss hearing something really important from God, they fall into the trap of trying too hard. They turn an everyday situation into an emergency, which makes them believe that they must have an answer “right now!”
Waiting on God can be difficult when the pressures mount and a crisis seems imminent. But this is one way Satan traps us, and it needs to be guarded against. We need to relax and “be still” in meditation, always remembering that God is in control. He knows all about the “emergency.” We should realize that our only responsibility is to listen with an open heart to receive whatever the Lord wants to say.
By recalling God’s faithfulness in the past and His promises of guidance, we can learn to wait patiently for His answers.
THE TRAP OF PRESUMPTION
Sometimes we assume that something is probably true, without proof that it is. If we make the supposition that we already know what God is going to say or do in a given situation, we are drawing an inner conclusion—presuming—that we do not really need to listen to Him.
The Old Testament story of how the Gibeonites managed to deceive Joshua and the leaders of Israel (see Joshua 9) is a perfect example of presumption.
The Israelites were cocksure after crossing the Jordan and achieving victories at Jericho and Ai. Conquering the Promised Land would be a piece of cake! They were confident that they could handle things.
Then they were approached by the wily people of Gibeon, who had heard how God had given the Israelites victory. Craftily, the Gibeonite delegation lied to them, pretending to be from a far country and wanting nothing more than a covenant of peace and to be of service.
In a victorious mood, the overconfident Israelites looked at the Gibeonites’ worn-out sandals and clothes, the weary donkeys, the mended wineskins. What the visitors said and the way they looked matched, so the men of Israel presumed that everything was all right. And they did not ask the counsel of the Lord (see Joshua 9:14). They went ahead on their own! Joshua made a treaty with them, a covenant to let them live in peace.
Too late the Israelites realized what they had done! A few days later, when they learned that the Gibeonites actually lived nearby and that the Israelites had thus disobeyed God’s specific command, there was nothing they could do, since they had vowed not to harm them. Their presumption resulted in a very bad mistake, which was to affect Israel for years to come.
How easy it is in times of great victory to shift from God-reliance to self-reliance, to adopt a know-it-all attitude instead of listening to the Lord who knows all. Situations in which God has blessed over and over in a certain way tend to become routine. It is easy to shift from faith in God to faith in a method or past experience. But, to bring our faith back to Him, God will often allow us to fail, as He did Joshua and the Israelites of old.
Beware of these traps of presumption!
“It Worked for Others…”
We often tell ourselves, “God blessed that way of doing it before, so that’s how we will do it now.”
When God has blessed others by using certain methods, we sometimes presume that we should use the same methods. We don’t realize that God blessed that way for others because that’s the way He had ordered them to do things.
Nowhere is this more common than in church programs. One church prays and receives an answer—a specific method of carrying out a certain order from God. God gives a way; they follow it. And they are richly blessed because God blesses what God orders.
Then another church, seeing this blessing, copies the program—because they believe God is blessing the program itself. They fail to realize that what He is really blessing is obedience. And they never stop to ask Him, “Father, what do you want us to do?”
“I Know My Own Strengths”
Do you sometimes tell yourself, “There is no reason to listen to God about this when I already know I can perform well”?
One of the greatest areas of presumption is in what we think of as our “strengths”—areas in which we are too confident in our abilities. In actuality, we may not be strong in an area, but we can be deceived into thinking we are. This is called a “perceived strength.” Presumption prevents us from wanting to hear what God says, or what anyone else says, for that matter.
How can we deal with “perceived strengths” that prevent us from hearing what the Lord would say to us?
First, there must be a total acceptance of Jesus’ statement that “apart from Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5, emphasis mine).
Is this true? Or is this an exaggerated interpretation of Christ’s meaning? Our Lord was not referring to the physical world but to the spiritual. He meant that in the spiritual realm, by yourself, you can do nothing. If this is written deeply upon the tablets of your heart, then you will operate on the basis that you need the Lord at all times.
Second, you must become aware of those areas in which you move without contacting the Lord simply because you are sure you can handle the situation. Guarding against the presumption of “perceived strengths” can have varying applications.
Depending on Our Talent
Because we do have real strength in the area of our talents or work, we may forget we need guidance.
Years ago, a young man in our church was about to give his first message. His palms were wet when we shook hands, and he said, “I’ve spent a lot of time with the Lord over this message—and I’m still nervous.”
“You’re in a good position to trust the Lord,” I told him. “I’ve been preaching for thirty-five years and it seems easier for me to preach.…”
“Yeah,” he answered. “I guess I’ll be that way, too, eventually.”
“You misunderstood,” I said. “I didn’t finish. I was saying that it’s relatively easy for me to preach because I sometimes think I can do all right without the Lord’s help.”
“Oh,” he agreed, beginning to understand.
“You see,” I continued, “I can speak a message—even a worthwhile message that the listeners enjoy—without asking any help from the Lord. The big question is, ‘What would it accomplish spiritually? Would it reach hearts to bring about redemption?’” The young man nodded slowly as I went on. “A message I preached on my own wouldn’t have much eternal value. That’s why I said you’re in a good position to trust the Lord. You know you need His guidance.”
Depending on Our Knowledge
We may think we know the answers when we really don’t. We need to realize that we need help, and we need to know when and from whom to seek it.
Parenting is such an area, for parents with small children often assume they know what to do and exactly how to do it. Everything seems to go well for the ten or twelve years that they are able to force the children to do what they want.
But there comes a day—often in the teenage years—when the parents begin to experience certain things with their children they can no longer handle. Then they seek help from the “experts.” Often the help they get deals only with their specific parenting weaknesses. If the parents had only understood from the beginning that they needed God’s help—if they had sought it on a daily basis—they would have had a different situation when the children began to express their growing independence.
Many times our lack of expertise is not discovered until we are a good way down the line. It is hard to explain anything to those who believe they are experts. Need and real dependence make for good listening and seeking after God’s help. Here are some practical suggestions:
Make a list of your perceived strengths.
Confess to the Lord that you have a tendency to operate in these areas without His help.
Ask the Holy Spirit to give you a warning (that “still, small voice”) when you are moving in your own strength.
Make an extra-special effort to seek God’s mind in these areas.
One of the best examples of this I know is Danny Daniels, who is a counselor. Danny has walked with the Lord a long time and has dealt with all kinds of problems. Many people testify to the help he has given them.
But Danny says, “I can’t use the same answers for everybody. I must stay open to the Lord’s leading every minute I’m counseling somebody. One way I do it is by praying before each session, giving it, myself and the other person to the Lord. I ask for guidance according to where the person is and what the Lord wants me to do. I stick close to Scripture, too. That keeps me depending on Him instead of what I might have learned elsewhere.”
Depending on Our Feelings
If we are not on the alert, it is easy to presume that God agrees with us.
“Be on the alert,” the Holy Spirit warns us through the apostle Peter. “Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). The apostle Paul cautions us that Satan even disguises himself as an angel of light (see 2 Corinthians 11:14).
God wants you to understand that the adversary will come to you in disguise, with the intent of deceiving you. Your own feelings and opinions cannot be trusted in this kind of situation, any more than could be the feelings and opinions of Joshua and the Israelites so long ago. But you can trust God. And He has said, “I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5).
So we can lift up our heads with confidence and say with the psalmist, “The LORD is my helper, I shall not be afraid” (see Psalms 54:4; 56:3, 11). God has made it possible for you and me to stay on the alert. To keep in communion with Him. To be dependent on Him.
There are four general precepts that will help you focus on what God is saying, thus giving you greater wisdom and strength to recognize and avoid the traps of the enemy:
Satan’s traps are many, and they can catch us off guard. He also has snares—those major, deceptively attractive things by which God’s child is too often entangled, involved in difficulties or impeded. The next chapter will reveal some of Satan’s more insidious tactics against the Christian.
I have loved you
with an everlasting love.…
I have drawn you
with lovingkindness.
THE LORD GOD, JEREMIAH 31:3
A new command I give you:
Love one another.
As I have loved you, so you must
love one another.
JESUS, JOHN 13:34, NIV
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THE SNARES
In the last chapter, we looked at some relatively minor traps the enemy has prepared for the unwary child of God on this road to communion with God. Now we will consider some major impediments—the snares.
THE SNARE OF REBELLION
Rebellion is defined by one dictionary as “opposition to one in authority or dominance.”[1]
Scripture calls rebellion sin. It is a deliberate refusal to do what is known indisputably to be the will of God, and it involves the choice not to obey His authority. The sin of rebellion is a decision to do what you want, not what God wants.
There is another type of sin in Scripture called transgression—a fall or mistake, a sin done in weakness or carelessness. For example, an individual in a moment of weakness could lose his temper and say cruel or unkind things to someone. This would be a transgression.
If the Holy Spirit convicts him and orders him to apologize and ask forgiveness, and if the sinner refuses to do so, the transgression becomes rebellion against God. Then he has a major problem with his communication and fellowship with the Lord.
A pastor learning to listen to the Lord wrote to me about an experience he had:
As I was driving down the road one morning, God clearly spoke to my inner being: Give five hundred dollars to a family in your church that really needs it. Do it anonymously by Christmas.
There was no doubt in my heart that it was God’s voice, but the amount was so large for our budget that I said to God, “If You really want me to do this, confirm Your word to me.”
Brother, for three hours all communication was cut off between the Father and me. I prayed continually, but I knew God was not honoring my prayers. It was as if God were deliberately ignoring me as I talked to Him.
I was beginning to get frantic about not knowing what that meant. At the end of three hours, God gently spoke to me again. He said, Son, why did you ask Me to confirm My word to you? You know My voice. You knew it was I the first time.
Needless to say, I repented, and fellowship was reestablished.
This pastor was right. If you know God is speaking, it is rebellious to do anything other than obey. However, if you are honestly not sure it is God’s voice, it is all right to ask for confirmation.
On one occasion, God taught Saul and those with him how important obedience is. He wants you and me to understand this lesson in 1 Samuel 15.
God had sent His anointed king, Saul, to punish the Amalekites. His command was succinct and to the point: “Utterly destroy all that he has, and do not spare him” (verse 3).
King Saul and the Israelites won a great victory. But they captured King Agag alive. And they destroyed everything except the best of the sheep, the oxen, the lambs—sparing all things they considered valuable. Then they waited for the prophet Samuel to come and celebrate the victory with thanksgiving to God.
Instead of rejoicing with them, Samuel denounced King Saul in the name of the Lord. “Has the LORD as much delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices,” he asked, “as in obeying the voice of the LORD?” (verse 22).
This was Samuel speaking in the name of the Lord to King Saul—and to us today. His irrefutable answer thunders down through time: “Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams. For rebellion is as the sin of divination, and insubordination [stubbornness] is as iniquity and idolatry” (verses 22–23).
Certain words in this statement really jump out: To obey is better than sacrifice.
Could this mean that obedience is better than going out on visitation or teaching Sunday school class?
Does this mean that in God’s sight rebellion is as bad as witchcraft or dealing in the occult?
Is God really putting insubordination in the same class as iniquity and idol worship?
Yes, that’s what He says!
In the New Testament, God uses the writer of Hebrews to explain further: “For if we go on sinning willfully after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a terrifying expectation of judgment and the fury of a fire which will consume the adversaries” (Hebrews 10:26–27). Above all, this passage of Scripture is saying that sinning willfully is bad since one has thereby “trampled under foot the Son of God, and has regarded as unclean the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has insulted the Spirit of grace” (verse 29).
Each of us has the responsibility to obey and see to it that individually we do not refuse the holy God who is speaking to us—“for if those did not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth, much less will we escape who turn away from Him who warns from heaven” (Hebrews 12:25).
The psalmist recognized that we need to maintain a spirit of submission. “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit,” his prayer reminds us. Then, turning his full attention to God, he confirms what he has just said: “A broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise” (Psalm 51:17).
Thus says the LORD [the prophet Isaiah tells us], “Heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool. Where then is a house you could build for Me? And where is a place that I may rest? For My hand made all these things, thus all these things came into being,” declares the LORD.
ISAIAH 66:1–2
Then, because God knows our hearts—because He knows we want to please Him—He defines for us the people He is pleased with: “But to this one I will look, to him who is humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word” (Isaiah 66:2).
God is looking for those who tremble at His words because they will obey what He is saying. He asks us through James, “Do you think that the Scripture speaks to no purpose: ‘He jealously desires the Spirit which He has made to dwell in us’?” (James 4:5). Then comes the answer:
But He gives a greater grace. Therefore it says, “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Be miserable and mourn and weep; let your laughter be turned into mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you.
JAMES 4:6–10
Here are two practical suggestions to help you avoid the sin of disobedience:
THE SNARE OF DOUBLE-MINDEDNESS
A spiritually double-minded person is an individual who has not made up his mind to do God’s will, accept God’s advice or believe God’s evaluation, no matter what it may be.
Oh yes, this person does want to hear from God! But after he has heard, he will make up his mind whether to follow what God says.
This is not God’s way. He tells us through James, “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him” (James 1:5).
For example, a person seeking God’s counsel about restoring a broken relationship might receive words like this from the Father: My child, this relationship is what it is because of you and the things you have said. You need to go to the other person and ask forgiveness. Confess your wrong without saying one word about his part in it.
Since it is unlikely that a double-minded person would carry out such advice, God—who knows our hearts—might not give him an answer. James tells us that we must ask in faith, with no doubting. Although God has invited us to ask Him for wisdom, He also gives this warning:
But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind. For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord, being a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.
JAMES 1:6–8
If you are not sure that God will keep His promise, if you are afraid of what God’s answer might be, if you have an area of your life not fully turned over to Him or one in which you have strong desires and opinions of your own—then you will approach Him with doubt, not faith.
To overcome this double-mindedness, you first need to acknowledge your fears. You must realize that you alone are responsible for your being double-minded, and you must be determined to do something about it. As with all sin, you must acknowledge that your doubts and vacillations are wrong. Only then will you escape the snare of double-mindedness.
You and I are faced with the same decision with which Joshua confronted the children of Israel:
If it is disagreeable in your sight to serve the LORD, choose for yourselves today whom you will serve: whether the gods which your fathers served which were beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.
JOSHUA 24:15
Jesus has promised, “If anyone is willing to do His will, he will know of the teaching, whether it is of God or whether I speak from Myself” (John 7:17).
In the vacuum left by our not hearing God’s voice, the enemy speaks the words he wants us to hear. These words are often exactly what we have longed to hear, since they seem to suit our purposes and desires. But individually, each for himself or herself, we must make a deliberate decision in our hearts to do anything God wants done and to accept in faith any advice or solution He gives. Simply put, being single-minded is like signing a check, giving it to God and letting Him fill in what He wants you to do.
THE SNARE OF PRETENSE
A pretense is an act of make-believe, a fiction, a claim made or implied so as to give a false appearance. Hypocritical is a word used to describe people who are pretentious. They feign qualities they do not have.
No group of people received a more serious rebuke from the Lord Jesus than those He labeled hypocrites. Enough is said in Scripture about hypocrites to guarantee that if our behavior closely resembles theirs, we will have a problem hearing from God.
Our Lord abhors pretense: “This people draw near with their words and honor Me with their lip service, but they remove their hearts far from Me, and their reverence for Me consists of tradition learned by rote” (Isaiah 29:13).
In 2 Corinthians 3:13–18, the word veil is used to indicate hypocrisy. Moses is depicted as wearing a veil, or covering, to hide the fact that the glory of God was fading from his face. With the veil over his face, Moses was pretending to be more in touch with God than he really was.
Scripture declares that
whenever a person turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away. Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty. But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.
2 CORINTHIANS 3:16–18
The advantage of an unveiled face, of being an unpretentious person, is to reflect God’s glory as we are being transformed into the likeness of Jesus.
Hypocrisy manifests itself in several ways:
People whose acceptance by others is their top priority will wear the appropriate veils or “masks” to fit the occasion and cover their own weaknesses.
How can we guard against and cure the common Christian malady of pretense? First, you and I must recognize God’s disdain for pretense, and we must also understand the problems we bring into our relationship with God when we pretend. Next, as we acknowledge God’s love for honesty and His intense desire to help those in need, we come to realize that He helps us because He sees behind the mask to our real needs and knows us as we really are. Finally, if we show weakness, meet failure or fall into sin, we must come to see that it is our position in Christ that makes us acceptable to God and not our behavior.
Here are two practical suggestions for avoiding the snare of pretense: First, be honest with God in prayer. Tell Him how you are and how you feel, and ask for His help. And second, when God sends people to help you, be honest with them, accepting them as His representatives. Take off your mask! To be dishonest with someone God sends is to be disobedient to the Lord.
You and I are so used to wearing masks with people that we wear them all the time. Sometimes when I’m reading, I skip over lengthy quotations, but I’d like you to read this one, since it explains so clearly why we hide our true feelings from others:
Don’t be fooled by the face I wear.…I wear a thousand masks—masks that I am afraid to take off; and none of them are me.…
For my sake, don’t be fooled. I give the impression that I am secure, that all is sunny and unruffled within me as well as without…and that I need no one. But don’t believe me, please.…
Beneath lies no smugness, no complacence. Beneath dwells the real me in confusion, in fear, in aloneness. But I hide that.…I panic at the thought of my weakness and fear being exposed. That’s why I frantically create a mask to hide behind…to shield me from the glance that knows. But such a glance is precisely my salvation, my only salvation, and I know it. That is, if it’s followed by acceptance; if it’s followed by love.
It’s the only thing that can liberate me from myself, from my own self-built prison wall.…It’s the only thing that will assure me of what I can’t assure myself—that I am really something.…
Who am I, you may wonder. I am someone you know very well. I am every man you meet. I am every woman you meet. I am every child you meet. I am right in front of you. Please…love me.[2]
Seeing yourself as you really are will help you to unmask. It will take away the desire and need for a veil of pretense and hypocrisy. According to God’s Word, what you really are right now is—a child of God! When you become honest with the Lord and see yourself as His child, you will truly know the love that will separate you from all pretense.
Love and acceptance is a sure cure for hypocrisy. We can joyfully remove our masks, not having to pretend anymore. That is why John the Beloved (isn’t that a revealing name?) emphasizes, “For this is the message which you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another” (1 John 3:11).
The apostle Paul tells us that just as we are accepted by God through His beloved Son, He expects us to love and accept each other (see Ephesians 1:3–6; Romans 15:7).
In this chapter we have looked at three major snares Satan uses as roadblocks on our walk with Christ: rebellion, double-mindedness and pretense. We will next consider some spiritual hindrances that slow our journey as Christians and deafen our ears to what God is saying.
Nought have I else to do;
I sing the whole day long;
And He whom most I love to please,
Doth listen to my song;
He caught and bound my wandering wing,
But still he bends to hear me sing.
My cage confines me round;
Abroad, I cannot fly;
But though my wing is closely bound,
My heart’s at liberty.
My prison walls cannot control
The light, the freedom of the soul.
Oh! It is good to soar
These bolts and bars above,
To Him whose purpose I adore,
Whose providence I love;
And in thy mighty will to find
The joy, the freedom of the mind.
“A LITTLE BIRD I AM,” MADAME JEANNE GUYON
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THE HINDRANCES
A hindrance is something that slows or makes difficult our progress. It holds us back. It delays, impedes or prevents action.
Let us look now at some of the hindrances the enemy uses against the child of God.
The first two are internal distractions—processes that can invade and dilute the spiritual life of a believer. The third hindrance is perhaps the most dangerous weapon of the enemy. It reflects a deep void—an absence of spiritual life—in professed Christians who have not yet truly heard God’s message of salvation.
THE HINDRANCE OF RUNAWAY EMOTIONS
At eleven o’clock one night, quite by accident, I discovered that my son had sneaked away from the house through the window of his room. Immediately, my emotions began to run high. I was angry and very tired, and this was inconvenient, to say the least. I was also afraid of what might happen to him.
It is at times like these that a parent needs to hear from God, both for inner peace and to be able to give the right discipline. An inappropriate reaction by a parent to a child’s misbehavior is just as wrong as the child’s behavior, and perhaps more destructive.
But there was no way I could hear from God as long as anger and fear were banging around inside my head. And sometimes, when we most need to hear from God, we least want to.
It took me nearly two hours, while waiting for John to come home, to get quiet enough to hear the Lord say, Peter, don’t discipline him tonight. Wait until tomorrow, when you have a clear mind.
I did wait until the next day. The guidance I received from the Lord in dealing with John was far different from what I had anticipated. The Lord told me to give John a full pardon this time, without punishment. Then I was to explain to him what grace is.
The results of disciplining John God’s way showed some immediate effects and produced long-term results, as well.
Runaway emotions are our uncontrollable feelings about situations and people. They distract us from prayer. Anger, worry and fear are runaway emotions, as are bitterness, hate, lust, doubt and unbelief. However, instead of letting our emotions hinder us, we must harness them so that they work for us and not against us.
Owning Your Emotions
One way to harness them is to accept that your emotions are a part of your God-given makeup. Morton Kelsey explains,
Out of silence, disturbing emotions often come to the surface which are difficult to control. They can range from vague apprehension to terror and panic, or they may vary from bitterness and indignation to aggressive hatred and rage. Usually we attach these feelings to some object in the outer world, something we do not really need to fear, or someone who deserves our compassion rather than our anger.…
It is not easy to accept that these violent and disturbing emotions are a part of our being and not caused just by some situation in the outer world.[1]
Denying your emotions can be dangerous, Kelsey explains:
We may successfully repress [our emotions] and so cut ourselves off from one vital source of energy, becoming zombies, half dead. Or else we dam these emotions up to the point where they break loose on their own and use up that valuable energy, usually in the most destructive ways.[2]
We must acknowledge that our healthy emotions can prevent us from hearing God and can be as distracting as our harmful emotions.
When Mary and Martha appealed to Jesus to come and heal Lazarus, they said, “Lord, behold, he whom You love is sick” (John 11:3). But Jesus refused to be swayed by His feelings of sympathy in order to come to their rescue. In fact, refusing to drop everything so He could go heal Lazarus made Him look heartless and uncaring.
But Jesus, having sought God’s will, stayed where He was “two days longer” before going to them in Bethany. Only then did He raise Lazarus from death. This was the greatest of Jesus’ miracles and led to Jesus’ declaration of Himself as “the resurrection and the life” (verse 25).
We, too, must refuse to make hasty decisions based on emotions. Sometimes a crisis tries to force us into making a quick decision, and we don’t realize that our emotions have manipulated us. It can happen between friends, in families and to a man and wife.
My wife, Johnnie, had always desired to go to the Holy Land. When we received an invitation to help lead a tour of Israel, she was delighted. But I had no real desire to go to the Holy Land—and I said so. Besides, I try to avoid travel that involves sitting on a bus all day long, looking at ruins and spending every night in a different hotel.
Acting on my emotions brought about two reactions: First, I avoided praying about whether or not we should go. Second, I looked for a good reason to say no.
Finally the deadline for a decision arrived. Since I was committed to the will of God, I was forced to pray about it. The Lord directed me, Peter, My son, you are to express your love to your wife by taking her on this trip.
I went—traveled on buses all day long, spent each night in a different hotel, looked at ruins. The whole bit. But I had a great time because I was doing the will of God rather than letting my emotions rule my life.
Avoiding Unhealthy Reactions
Do not be deceived into thinking that God will automatically want the opposite of what you want. This warped idea about God’s will is obviously implanted by Satan, who wants us to think that God would love us to be miserable. The Lord often confirms His will for us through the desires of our hearts, but He doesn’t want us ruled by our feelings, which can lead us astray.
Our emotions can also mislead us when we are physically tired or ill. If possible, it is a good rule to wait to make a decision until you have rested and are refreshed. Whenever you are seeking to communicate with the Lord, be honest with Him, no matter how you feel. Do not deny your emotions. Do not repress them. Tell Him your personal preferences. You’re not telling Him something that He doesn’t already know, but being honest opens up the lines of communication.
Asking the Lord for Help
Ask the Lord to help you deal with your emotions. He may have allowed them to surface just so you can present them to Him to deal with. And He can transform them for His glory!
This may be difficult for you, as it is for many people. We never want to admit we feel a certain way if it doesn’t seem “Christian” to us. To back off at this point because you do not like what you see and do not want to deal with it will hinder your communion with God. Push on through your feelings, knowing that He brings light into darkness and order into disorder. He will heal and change.
In Experiencing the Depths of Jesus Christ, Madame Jeanne Guyon writes,
Christians have sought many ways to overcome their desires. Perhaps the most common approach has been discipline and self-denial. But no matter how severe your self-denial may be, it will never conquer your senses.…
There is only one way to conquer your five senses, and that is by inward recollection. Or, to put it another way…by turning your soul completely inward to your spirit, there to possess a present God.…
Your main concern lies in dwelling continually upon the God who is within you. Then, without particularly thinking of self-denial or “putting away the deeds of the flesh,” God will cause you to experience a natural subduing of the flesh!…
What, then, is required of you? All you need to do is remain steadfast in giving your utmost attention to God. He will do all things perfectly.[3]
What she is saying is that we must learn to become silent internally to properly hear from God.
THE HINDRANCE OF WANDERING THOUGHTS
Wandering thoughts—who has not had problems with them while praying? Only the folks who have never prayed!
When our thoughts jump from one thing to another during our prayer time, we show that we are unable and/or unwilling to set our minds on the Lord. This is the impediment we face when we set out to pray, only to find our minds wandering into totally unrelated subjects.
Even though we are those who are learning to bring every thought captive to the obedience of Christ, we may have unresolved conflicts that make it easy for the devil to interfere. Perhaps we have weaknesses we refuse to admit. Or we may just be physically worn out.
We bring all the baggage of our past experiences to our prayer time. We have strong inner dispositions of likes and dislikes. Ideas and situations scream loudly from our inner beings and keep us from hearing God speak. The two main causes for our inattention are (1) the distracting darts of thoughts thrown by the enemy and (2) an undisciplined mind.
The latter refers to a mind that has been habitually allowed to wander or has been “untaught” to concentrate. An article appeared in Reader’s Digest in 1985 suggesting that television—with its short program segments and commercial interruptions—contributes greatly to this problem. But this hindrance to one’s spiritual life was as common in centuries past as it is today.
Long ago, Brother Lawrence testified of how he learned that
…useless thoughts spoil everything. Just there—at the point of useless thought—mischief begins!
The clue—reject all useless thoughts. Reject them the moment they reveal themselves as useless to the matter at hand or to our salvation. Reject them and return to inner communion with God.[4]
Here are three practical ways of controlling your wandering thoughts.
Reject the Attacks of the Enemy
As Brother Lawrence suggests, learning to recognize demonic thoughts is an important step in “de-cluttering” your mind. Satan is able to plant imaginations and thoughts in our minds that lead us away from the truth of Christ. We need to reject those distracting thoughts for what they are—attacks of Satan.
Rejection is a definite act and differs from ignoring them. To reject these thoughts, you need to make a positive statement, such as “Satan, get away, in the name of Jesus” or “I claim the blood of Jesus over my mind.”
Forget About Your “To Do” List
It is often hard to reject thoughts that have to do with things that you need to remember, something very important to your routine. For those having trouble quieting their minds, Morton Kelsey gives some helpful ideas:
Have a notebook at hand. If one quietly records the thought…one can let it go and return to stillness. If the thought keeps on returning, one can then push it aside and say to it: You are taken care of. Stop bothering me.…
Putting down in a list all the things that are flooding in upon one, without bothering about order or logic, puts them at a little distance and separates them from oneself.…There is a great difference between avoiding a thought or emotion and laying it aside after taking the trouble to look at it.[5]
Concentrate on the Indwelling Christ
Focusing on the Lord is the most important thing in rejecting wandering thoughts. Turn inward to Him again. The mind can only grasp one thought at a time.
This is how Madame Guyon solved the problem:
There will be distractions, especially at the outset. And for quite some time afterward your mind will be distracted from prayer.…
Do not become distressed because your mind has wandered away. Always guard yourself from being anxious because of your faults. First of all, such distress only stirs up the soul and distracts you to outward things.
Secondly, your distress really springs from a secret root of pride. What you are experiencing is in fact, a love of your own worth.
How do you deal with those things that distract; how do you handle those things that draw you away from the inmost part of your being? If you should sin (or even if it is only a matter of being distracted by some circumstances around you), what should you do? You must instantly turn within to your own spirit.[6]
The more you are able to concentrate on Jesus, the easier it becomes to avoid the hindrance of wandering thoughts.
THE HINDRANCE OF AN EMPTY SPIRITUAL LIFE
A person with no spiritual life cannot hear God because he or she has not been born again. Such people have not had a God encounter, although they may profess Christianity or have been baptized. They may even be “good” people, but they haven’t been spiritually converted because they haven’t truly accepted God’s gift of grace.
Stressing the importance of this, our Lord repeated many times, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” And you have to open both your ears and your heart before you can hear some wonderful news.
Yes, in a world filled with bad news, there is the offer of Good News—a gift from God that will bring new joy and purpose to your life. You cannot earn this gift or buy it, or be good enough to deserve it. To receive it, you must know you need it and you must want it more than anything else. It is a wonderful gift. And it is a gift no one but God can give you.
As the night sky sharpens the stars that shine, and the pain of childbirth underlines a mother’s joy when she sees her newborn babe, so the darkness of bad news emphasizes the brilliance of the Gospel message. To understand the Good News fully, you must know the bad news, too.
The bad news is that every one of us is lost, and we cannot save ourselves. “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). The good news is that God demonstrated His love toward us “in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).
Why would God send His Son to die for us? For three reasons:
Because of God’s Character
What kind of God do you think God is? Most people have an opinion, but their opinion is not always worth much in discovering the truth. The Bible is God’s way of telling us what He is like.
God declares, “I the Lord your God am holy.” The apostle John says, “This is the message we have heard from Him and announce to you, that God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5).
God is holy. He has no evil in His character. He cannot be stained by evil; neither can He excuse evil.
Because of God’s Standard
God’s character sets the standard for man. God created man to be like Himself in character and conduct. He created human beings in His image. He created them male and female and had a divine purpose for their lives.
God planned for all His people to be the visible expression of what He, the invisible God, is like. That is God’s purpose for your life, too, since you are one of His children.
If God were a human being, what kind of life would He live? He tells us in Exodus 20:2–17:
“I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.
“You shall have no other gods before Me.
“You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth. You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me, but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments.
“You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not leave him unpunished who takes His name in vain.
“Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you. For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and made it holy.
“Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives you.
“You shall not murder.
“You shall not commit adultery.
“You shall not steal.
“You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.
“You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife or his male servant or his female servant or his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.”
“This is how I would live if I were a human being,” says God. “This is how I lived, when I took a human body and became man.”
This kind of life—Jesus’ life—reflects the high quality of God’s kind of man and woman. It is His requirement for both your outward conduct and your inner thoughts and desires every day of your life.
Because of Our Failure
We have failed to meet God’s standard of a holy and righteous life. God is the Judge, and our good opinion of ourselves does not carry any weight with Him.
God knows all things, and He says, “There is none righteous, not even one; there is none who understands, there is none who seeks for God…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:10–11, 23).
Disobedience to God’s law is called sin. When a person sins, he breaks God’s law, and sin offends Holy God.
The Judge’s verdict? Guilty!
The sentence? Death! Eternal punishment and separation from God: “For the wages of sin is death…” (Romans 6:23). “These [the unrighteous] will go away into eternal punishment” (Matthew 25:46).
You need the Good News because of the bad news: Your failure before God puts you in danger of eternal punishment in hell.
What Is the Good News?
Because of love, God provided His one and only Son, Jesus Christ, to take the punishment you deserve for not measuring up to God’s standards. Jesus Christ lived a righteous life; He never failed to obey God’s laws. He then willingly gave Himself to die on a cross for your sins. He suffered God’s wrath for you. He now offers you the record of His perfect life as a free gift.
The Bible says, “For Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to God” (1 Peter 3:18). “He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Corinthians 5:21).
Christ died for your sins and mine. He offers us His righteousness. An amazing event followed Jesus’ death. Three days after His crucifixion, Jesus was declared the Son of God with power by the resurrection from the dead! Death was defeated, and “God has made Him both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36). As Lord, He has authority to give eternal life in heaven to those who receive the Good News.
Will You Receive God’s Gift?
Adam, the first man, rebelled against God by disobeying God’s specific command not to eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. This disobedience severed his relationship with God. It brought him and all his descendants, the whole human race, into a broken relationship with God and a state of sin.
All of us, the descendants of Adam, followed in his steps of disobedience, which has severed us from God and made us His enemies. Each has chosen to please himself rather than to obey God.
Because of God’s own holiness and justice, He must judge man’s disobedience, or sin. Yet, in love and mercy, God has provided a way out for those who will receive it.
The Bible makes it clear: “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son will not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him” (John 3:36). We either believe and obey God’s Son or receive God’s wrath and eternal punishment.
What must I do to be saved? Is that what you are asking?
The Bible says, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38).
The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the resurrected and living Christ coming to live within you to empower you to live a new life.
To trust in someone means to count on that person to do exactly what he promised. It means you have confidence that he is able to do what he promised.
Will you trust the Lord Jesus Christ as your only means to be right with God? Will you make that commitment right now?
If, either now or in the past, you have had this kind of a God encounter, then you have spiritual life. You have been born again. You have the capacity to hear God.
My Commitment to Jesus
Today I receive the Good News.
I trust Jesus Christ to be my Lord and Savior—my only means to be right with God.
I commit my life to follow Him daily in obedience.
Signed: __________
Date: __________
See to it that no one takes you captive
through philosophy and empty deception,
according to the tradition of men…
rather than according to Christ.
COLOSSIANS 2:8
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THE BARRIER OF TRADITION
There is something else that the enemy uses to block our progress on the Christian way. It is what I call “the barrier of tradition.”
For the purpose of this book, I am defining tradition as an inherited pattern of thought or action. Tradition is the handing down from one generation to another of information, beliefs and customs by word of mouth or example.
Have you ever wondered about the 11:00 A.M. Sunday service? How and why it began?
The folks in farming communities found a truth in the Bible, the command about “not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the more as you see the day drawing near” (Hebrews 10:25).
Dictated by the circumstances and situations in which they found themselves, these individuals or groups—having discovered the truth—sought to give expression to it. After morning prayer, they were led by the Holy Spirit to worship together in a certain way. In the break between the morning and afternoon chores, it was convenient for families to gather from miles around to worship God and to socialize. They thus began their services any time between nine and eleven in the morning.
And that’s the way many traditions develop.
We now live in a completely different economy, but we still gather at the same time, though the cause and reasons for choosing that specific hour are no longer valid. Perhaps we need to consider a change in time or situation to meet the needs of the shift worker and other people whose schedule is unusual.
There is great blessing from God for obeying truth in His ordained way. But it is very easy for our man-made expression of the truth to be passed on rigidly from generation to generation. Then it is often not long until the truth is forgotten and tradition is substituted for truth.
When this happens, and when God wishes us to express the truth in a new or better or more appropriate way, we cannot hear Him—for we are locked into tradition.
That’s the way it happened with the religious group called the Pharisees. They saw a generation who had become spiritually sloppy. In their religious zeal, they desired to restore the command from the Law of Moses: “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work” (Exodus 20:8–10).
The Pharisees decided they needed to define work so no one would break this commandment. They made up 39 categories of work, and it was not long before their well-intentioned rules became burdensome traditions. Their rules and regulations got longer and more detailed. Finally their interpretation of truth became more important than the truth itself!
The result was that when the Lord of the Sabbath came to reveal the truth, the Pharisees refused to accept Him or His message because they were so bound up by their traditions. Even when Jesus healed a man on the Sabbath before their very eyes, the Pharisees still refused to believe it.
Truth (“do not forsake meeting together” or “remember the Sabbath, to keep it holy”) is absolute. But our expressions of truth (when and how we respond) may vary according to circumstances and the leading of the Holy Spirit.
There are certain types of people who are particularly susceptible to being blocked by the barrier of tradition:
Traditions, those familiar customs and practices and habits, are hard to discard, and many of them, with revisions dictated by God, have played an important role in preserving the elements of our faith. However, when rigidly followed, “the old ways” can become a barrier to our communication with God. There are several steps for averting this roadblock.
First, if you are having difficulty hearing God in a certain area, stop what you are doing! Ask the Holy Spirit to “guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13). Do not assume that you know all the answers.
Second, listen to what you are saying, since your words will help you detect where the problem might be. If you are constantly talking about a particular expression of truth, your very idea of truth could well be your trouble.
Remember what Jesus said about the Pharisees? First He quoted Isaiah the prophet: “This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far away from Me. But in vain do they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men” (Mark 7:6–7; compare Isaiah 29:13). Then speaking directly to the Pharisees, He continued, “Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men.…You are experts at setting aside the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition” (Mark 7:8–9).
Finally, ask yourself if you are praising God or praising a way He has ordained in the past. Be willing to change your behavior as it applies to your ways of serving our Lord. Seek His counsel about this. Begin to allow Him to show you and to change all He wants to change. “But they put new wine into fresh wineskins, and both are preserved” (Matthew 9:17).
Because you want to hear God, you have first learned how to check that your equipment is in receiving order, so you may have a “hearing ear” and a “pure heart.” Then you have discovered how to clear away the clutter in your life—how to avoid the traps, snares and hindrances you may encounter on the Christian walk. The next five chapters will show you how to tune in to God’s channels, how to know for sure that you are hearing Him—and no other.
No longer do I call you slaves,
for the slave does not know what his master is doing;
but I have called you friends, for all things
that I have heard from My Father
I have made known to you.
JOHN 15:15
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KNOWING GOD’S VOICE BY HIS APPROACH
Maybe this happened to you as a child—or to your own child, more recently.…You and some friends were having a good time together when an outsider came along and wanted to join. You clammed up. You turned your back. You stopped whatever you were doing. You didn’t want to have that person around, so you ignored the newcomer or even drove him away. Or you and your friends took off.
Fellowship can never be forced.
When our Lord Jesus was here on earth, He never forced Himself on people. If they didn’t want Him around, He left. This even happened in His own hometown, as we read in Luke 4:16–30.
One day Jesus traveled to Nazareth, where He had grown up. And on the Sabbath He went to the synagogue as He had always done. Jesus stood up to read and then commented on the reading.
But His fellow townsmen got very angry with what Jesus said—to the point where they forced Him out of the synagogue and out of the town. They took Him to the edge of a hill and wanted to throw Him off, but miraculously, He walked through the crowd and went safely on His way. There is no evidence that He ever returned to Nazareth.
As in the days when He walked in the flesh, our Lord does not force His way into your life. Since He desires a relationship of love and trust, He never attempts to coerce you, though He has the ability to do so. He seeks you and offers Himself to you. Whether you recognize and welcome His approach is up to you.
HOW DOES THE LORD COME?
Jesus says to each of us, “Here I am!” “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me” (Revelation 3:20).
What is the door at which He knocks? In what way does the Lord come? It is through your choice to invite Him in, your desire for Him to come into your life. The door of the soul is the will. Jesus comes in through your choosing to “open the door.”
But Jesus warns that there is another seeking entrance into your soul and a way into your life. The Lord counsels us to be alert and watchful: “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who does not enter by the door into the fold of the sheep, but climbs up some other way, he is a thief and a robber” (John 10:1). Jesus goes on to explain that the “sheep” will follow only the “shepherd,” because “they know his voice” (verses 2–4).
What does this mean? How can you distinguish the voice of the thief from the shepherd’s? How can you recognize the voice of your Lord? If Jesus comes and knocks at your will, what is this “other way” the enemy uses?
Satan seeks to come in through your emotions and your reasonings. He comes appealing to your desires and to your rationality and thinking process. He bombards you with ideas and feelings, and bombards is a good way to describe Satan’s approach!
Although the Father does speak to our sound thinking—“For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline” (2 Timothy 1:7)—He doesn’t force His way on us.
There are two things to keep in mind about God’s approach:
Jesus invites us to fellowship because He understands where we are—physically, mentally, spiritually. He says, “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).
This is no invitation to leisure or laziness, however, for He goes on: “Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” Then He gently encourages us by saying the work He asks us to do is easy. “For My yoke is easy and My burden is light” (verses 29–30).
“Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession,” exults the writer to the Hebrews, possibly thinking of this invitation of Jesus. “Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:14, 16).
“I have loved you with an everlasting love,” the Lord says through the prophet Jeremiah. “Therefore I have drawn you with lovingkindness” (Jeremiah 31:3).
Think of Jesus’ promises, which were spoken to those who listened so eagerly two thousand years ago and are equally valid for us today:
“Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened. Or what man is there among you who, when his son asks for a loaf, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, he will not give him a snake, will he? If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give what is good to those who ask Him!”
MATTHEW 7:7–11
Our Lord wants you to recognize Him, to know His voice by His approach. He reassures you: “But he who enters by the door is a shepherd of the sheep. To him the doorkeeper opens, and the sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out” (John 10:2–3).
In this passage of Scripture, the three distinct things we are told about the approach of the Lord are that (1) He comes in “through the door,” (2) He comes to lead, not drive and (3) He is personal, not impersonal. Let us examine each of these characteristics in turn.
Our Shepherd Enters “through the Door”
The Lord does not force you into goodness or into anything else, but He can and does work through every possible means to get your attention. He calls. He woos. He makes Himself known to you. He knocks on the door and comes in with your permission when you open it.
Our Shepherd Leads; He Doesn’t Drive
Another indication that it is our Lord’s voice we are hearing is the manner of His approach. You see, the Shepherd brings all of His sheep out. Then He goes ahead of them and leads them. And they follow Him because they know His voice.
This voice that leads is marked elsewhere in Scripture by such phrases as “follow Me,” “come after Me,” “go wash in the pool.” In the gospels, Jesus’ call to discipleship was a call to follow, to come after. It was a call for volunteers; His was not a voice that conscripts. He calls—but you must choose whether to follow.
But there is another voice. It is the voice that drives: the voice of “the thief,” the enemy. You can recognize this voice, too:
Since the relationship that the Lord desires with you is one of trust and voluntary obedience, His approach is that of a lover. There is always that aspect of invitation, of calling you. That is how you, His sheep, know your Shepherd’s voice.
Our Shepherd’s Approach Is Personal
In describing Himself as the good shepherd, Jesus says, “He calls His own sheep, by name.” Just imagine! God, the Creator of all the universe, and Jesus Christ, His Son, knows you by name.
But more than that, Jesus says, “I know My sheep, as the Father knows Me. And My sheep know Me, as I know the Father.” Jesus knows everything about you, including the trivial events that make up your days.
Consider the story of how Nathanael met Jesus (John 1:45–49). Philip greeted his friend with this news: “We have found Him of whom Moses in the Law and also the Prophets wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”
“Nazareth!” The scorn dripped from Nathanael’s voice. “Can anything good come from Nazareth?”
“Come and see,” Philip answered.
When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward Him, He said, “Here is truly an Israelite! There is nothing false in him.”
Nathanael asked, “How do You know me?”
Jesus answered, “I saw you when you were under the fig tree, before Philip called you.”
Nathanael exclaimed, “Rabbi, You are the Son of God. You are the King of Israel!”
Like His approach to Nathanael, Jesus’ approach to you is personal, because His relationship to you is personal.
He is the Father who approaches you as His child.
He is the Bridegroom who approaches you as His bride.
He is the Friend who approaches you as His friend.
His approach is personal because He desires fellowship. This is why John writes, “What we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3).
Fellowship is communion, communication, the interaction of lovers. Our Shepherd’s call is personal. He knows each of us by name. He knows the ordinary events of our days.
But even more than that, “personal” means that you are to Him a very special person. So He calls you by name. As He calls me “child,” “son,” “beloved son,” “Peter,” there is never any question in my mind to whom He is talking.
The Shepherd has a very special relationship with you. Since He lives in you, He knows all about you. He knows about your thoughts, your feelings, your plans, your desires, your hopes, your ambitions—about all those things that only someone in an intimate personal relationship would know.
Everything He talks to us about has a personal touch to it. Sometimes when He talks to me about my wife, He uses “Johnnie” and not her title, “wife.” He says something like this: Peter, Johnnie would enjoy…
When we were getting ready to celebrate our 35th wedding anniversary, I wasn’t sure what I should do to honor her. Like many men, I am not always as thoughtful of the little things women like. As I was talking to the Lord about Johnnie, the Lord instructed me that, in appreciation for her 35 years of partnership, I was to have a special Love Your Wife week for her. I was to give her a card and do something special for her every day for that whole week! (Among these “special things” was to give her money to spend on the grandchildren!)
It was a very special week for her—and for me—because I obeyed the Lord. We both realized in a new way that God is interested in our relationship. It turned out to be a special week for my congregation, too, as I shared with them what God had said.
Jesus’ personal approach contrasts sharply with the approach of “the thief.” The two approaches differ as much as the mail that comes to your home. It all has your name and address on it, but there are some important distinguishing marks between personal letters and those others—the impersonal ones that start with “Dear friend” or “Dear neighbor” or “Resident.”
Even those letters that computers make possible, where our name is included in many places, just scream at you, “Form letter!” There are generalities about them that we recognize. Missing is that intangible element that only a personal relationship makes possible.
Approaches by telephone differ, too. Though an anonymous caller may use a warm, friendly approach like an old friend, it doesn’t take you long to realize it’s not a personal call. In the same way, the approach of the enemy has about it an impersonal nature that can be detected, even though he seeks to imitate the personal approach of the Lord Jesus.
Our Lord’s approach to you is so personal that you recognize Him. You know by His approach that it is the Lord!
O LORD, You have searched me and known me.
You know when I sit down and when I rise up;
You understand my thought from afar.
You scrutinize my path and my lying down,
And are intimately acquainted with all my ways.
PSALM 139:1–3
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KNOWING GOD’S VOICE BY HIS RELEVANCE
As I write this I am on vacation in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. It is a very special vacation that was given to me by God through the church. It is the first time in over three decades that my wife and I have had two weeks together alone, away from the responsibilities of ministry. It is special because my body, soul and spirit needed refreshment. It was given to us to rest.
However, there are many burdens that I carry for members of my family and for the church and many of its members. It would be very natural for my time here to be filled with thoughts about matters that I can do absolutely nothing about. But I have come to see that other than to pray, such thoughts are not from the Lord.
My Lord is a relevant God, and He wants to walk with me now and here—not as my mind struggles with concerns two thousand miles away and weeks into the future.
In these days I have recognized His voice as He has spoken to me about where I am today. Because He is a relevant God, I can expect His messages to be relevant. (Praise Him, they have been!)
By way of example, as we have toured through two great national parks, Grand Teton and Yellowstone, the Lord has spoken to me of how He is a “refuge,” and that just as animals live protected from harm in these parklands, I will experience the same if I come to live in union and fellowship with Him. With this and so much more, He has refreshed my soul, providing relief from worries and concerns.
God’s voice always has relevance, meaning that it has to do with the matter at hand, that it is pertinent and applicable. Our God is a God of the here and now. His voice is relevant in regard to time, resources, circumstances and comprehension, as He speaks to us in His self-established ways.
HIS RELEVANCE TO TIME
Do you live in the here and now?
Jesus emphasized today: “So do not worry about tomorrow; for tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own” (Matthew 6:34).
Our Lord Jesus indicates here that His communications are always timely. He, who commands you not to be concerned about tomorrow, will not burden your mind with concern about the future. When your thoughts are filled with worries and cares about what tomorrow may bring, you can be sure you are not hearing His voice. Jesus commands you to be concerned about today, and He will certainly guide you about the present.
Of course, the most fundamental reasons for discarding your future-oriented concerns are God’s abiding presence and His desire to have continual fellowship with you. So important is this to Him, and so earnest is His desire that you be reassured, that He has promised, “I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5).
Our Lord knows that the most important period of time is always “the now.” He knows that your “nows” will soon become your yesterdays and that if you live each “now” well, you will have no regrets. He also knows that your “nows” determine your future and that when the future becomes “now,” it will be good if you have lived each past moment well.
“The now”—the precious present—is quite obviously the secret to a full life. How often we focus on the big events of the future—a family Christmas celebration, the coming conference, Father’s Day, a high school graduation. But God wants each of us, you and me, to focus on what is happening today, and the relevance of the Lord’s voice regarding time is one of the ways to know the Shepherd’s voice. His focus is always on “the now.”
In contrast, the enemy tries to divert your attention to the past or the future. He knows that anyone who looks back on the path of life will trip and stumble. He also knows that a person who is concentrating on tomorrow is living in an illusion, one that prevents him from living fully now.
God does give goals and promises for the future, but remember, His focus is on the present!
Truth: He is God of “The Now.”
HIS RELEVANCE TO RESOURCES
While attending seminary in 1955, I was involved in a car accident. There was a $100 deductible in my insurance policy. That was a lot of money—far more than I could possibly foresee paying. My wife and I contemplated my dropping out of seminary and going to work full-time. But we decided to pray about it.
I will never forget that Saturday morning as we knelt at our dining room table and committed our problem to the Lord. He said to us as plainly as could be, I brought you here to go to seminary and not to take another job. Continue; I will provide.
Within an hour a letter arrived for us. Inside was a cashier’s check for $100 from a town in Texas that I had never heard of. You can imagine how joyously a 24-year-old preacher praised the Lord that day!
I was beginning to learn that God’s voice is always relevant in regard to resources—ours and His. God’s message for you is always conditioned on His knowledge of the resources that are available to you, from His viewpoint and not from yours.
He would not have you worry about seemingly inadequate resources, even those as fundamental as your basic needs for food and clothing. For those walking with Him, God promises to supply all our needs. “Do not be worried about your life, as to what you will eat or what you will drink; nor for your body, as to what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?” (Matthew 6:25).
Then, pointing to the birds flying around, Jesus adds, “They do not sow, nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.” A slight pause and He continues, “Are you not worth much more than they?” (verse 26).
The people listening to Jesus then were as worried about life’s necessities as we are today. And so He asked, “And who of you by being worried can add a single hour to his life?” Then He pointed to the source of food and clothes and of life itself: “For your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things” (Matthew 6:27, 32).
My seminary experience, and many other experiences God has walked me through, clearly show that “the God who guides, provides.” So does Jesus’ miracle in Matthew 14:13–21. Jesus wanted to get away by Himself (like any of us might) after the murder of His cousin John the Baptist. So He took a boat to escape to a lonely place. But the people heard about it, followed Him by land and were waiting for Him when He landed.
It was a long day for Jesus, healing the sick and teaching. As the evening shadows lengthened, the disciples began wondering what to do with the large crowd.
They tried to solve this problem in much the same way you and I would: “Let’s give the responsibility to another agency. We don’t have the budget or manpower for this new demand.” That’s what they meant when they asked Jesus to send the people away and let them fend for themselves.
But that was not then—nor is it now—Jesus’ way. He had other plans: “They do not need to go away; you give them something to eat!” (verse 16).
It is easy to understand where these fellows were in their thinking. I’ve done this over and over again. Possibly you have, too. I tell God what the problem is—and then, when He gives the solution, I explain to Him why His idea will never work.
And that’s the way the disciples reacted to the needs of the crowd. Looking at their meager supplies, they gave Jesus a reasonable assessment of the limitations of their resources. “We have here only five loaves and two fish” (verse 17).
They, like us, forgot that the God who leads, feeds. He supplies the resources.
How different God wants it to be! When you come up against a need you cannot meet, that should become the stimulus that turns your attention to the Supplier. He has promised never to fail you nor forsake you and to supply all your needs according to His riches.
Jesus understood the disciples’ problem. He knew their resources. He saw that they were overwhelmed and frustrated before the enormity of the need. And He simply said, “Bring them here to Me” (verse 18). Jesus did not ask His disciples to do anything for which He did not already have adequate resources provided.
It is so for you and me today. From our perspective we see shortages and no resources. But the supply from God’s perspective is always there before the need is created.
What about your time? That’s one of your most important resources. Maybe you feel like the disciples—facing shortages, with no reserves. Our Lord’s communication with you in regard to your time is the same as it was then. He deals with what resources you have, not with what you do not have.
Jesus does not ask you to give time you do not have. He asks for whatever time you do have. Just like He multiplied the five loaves and two fish, He can do more with the ten minutes you give to Him than with ten hours you do not have. Sometimes He chooses to have you use those ten minutes in ministry to another person by phone, letter or a conversation across the fence.
Jesus knows all your resources—time and money—before He asks for them. When you give them to Him, then our Lord uses them for His glory. He speaks to you about what is needed now to carry out His will for the present. He does not usually speak to you about your anticipated or imagined need for a future ministry in the “tomorrows.”
That is why James, inspired by the Holy Spirit, strongly and practically admonishes, “Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, and spend a year there and engage in business and make a profit.’ Yet you do not know what your life will be like tomorrow” (James 4:13–14).
That is God’s way! He wants us to trust Him to use what we already have in order to provide whatever is needed to do His work.
In contrast, the enemy will focus on such things as the meagerness of our resources. He whispers, “You have so little to give. Why bother?” Satan stresses our imagined lack and anticipated needs. He reinforces our fear of not having enough in the future, of being a burden on our children or others. “Where are you going to get what you need for tomorrow?” he jeers.
Truth: The God who guides, provides—on time!
HIS RELEVANCE TO CIRCUMSTANCES
“If I did not have these circumstances, I would…”
How many times such thoughts have flooded through my mind! Let me share a few:
“If I did not have to deal with church administration, how much more I could do for God!”
“If I did not have to cut our grass, if my wife did not have to cook and clean, how much more could my wife and I do for the Lord!”
“If I did not have to work with people who seem to be uncooperative, indifferent to the Lord’s will, what great things could happen to the church for God’s glory!”
Such thinking is not from God. For He not only knows my circumstances, but—even if He did not cause them—He certainly has allowed them. God knows our present circumstances and will cause us to be most triumphant and valuable where we are. But if we are upset or waiting for circumstances to change, we will neither hear Him where we are nor accomplish very much.
Would John Bunyan have been able to write the classic The Pilgrim’s Progress if he had been wishing for other circumstances? No. God saw him where he was, in jail for his beliefs, and used him there.
Imagine what would have happened if Paul had fought his circumstances. What if he had spent his time daydreaming about what might have been if he were “free.” Suppose Paul had said, “If I were out of jail, I could start more churches!” Suppose his thoughts were always along this line of thinking; he would have missed God’s will. And there are many precious words of the Bible we would never have received, since some of his epistles were written from prison. Think of what we would have missed!
Our Lord’s communication with us will be about our present circumstances, which He alone knows completely. He is always with us, and He either created or allowed our circumstances. He does not speak to us about what could be if such and such were the situation. He speaks about what can be as things are now.
What are your circumstances? Do you have small children at home? Are you trying to be both mother and father to your children? Do you have an anti-God husband or wife? Are you in a half-dead church? Do you have a mean boss? Are you living in a bad neighborhood?
God knows these things, and He will speak to you about what is happening now—not what might be “if.” He will tell you how—in your circumstances—you can let your light shine for His glory.
The enemy will try to get you to focus on the wrong interpretation of your situation. He would have had Paul say, “I am a prisoner of Rome,” as if that ended his usefulness. Satan wants you to see the limitations of your circumstances, rather than the opportunities.
If Paul had concentrated on the prison guard as an enemy—if Paul had not recognized the real enemy—then the description of Christian armor would never have been written.
Truth: The Lord speaks to you in the midst of your circumstances.
HIS RELEVANCE TO YOUR COMPREHENSION
My wife and I communicate on a far different level now, after several decades of marriage, than we did when we first began our life together. We understand and love each other so deeply that one word may communicate a dozen sentences, one glance may carry a full message.
Here are a few examples:
My wife has a certain way of looking at the dining room table. It is just a hundredth-of-a-second glance that says to me and other members of the family, “There is not enough food for all the guests who have dropped in. Family, go easy on your portions. You can get some more after the meal is over. Please don’t take more than one slice of meat.”
She has another look that says, “Do not say any more. This is a time to keep quiet. If you say any more, you will regret it. Please keep quiet!” She also has a twist of her head that says, “I can handle this situation. Please stay out of it. It will be better for now if I do it myself.”
I could go on and on. She communicates with me now in a way and on a level that I can understand but nobody else would fully grasp. Likewise, I’m sure there are words and gestures of mine that are meaningful only to her.
Like a mother who communicates with her child on the child’s level, so the Lord knows where you are and what you understand. And it is in just that place that He communicates with you.
Our Lord treated His disciples in this way. He understood where they were in their journey of faith. At one time, Jesus told them, “I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now” (John 16:12). Jesus treats you the same way today. Knowing what you can bear, He gently leads you into more light, into greater understanding of His ways.
Your comprehension is so important to God that He made a covenant about it! “This is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel.…I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people” (Jeremiah 31:33).
As a first-grader learns phonetics, then progresses to simple words, and soon is reading books, so you must learn God’s truth step-by-step. David had a Father-child relationship with God that allowed him to do this. He reveals the confidence of a child in his loving, all-knowing Father:
O LORD, my heart is not proud, nor my eyes haughty; nor do I involve myself in great matters, or in things too difficult for me. Surely I have composed and quieted my soul; like a weaned child rests against his mother, my soul is like a weaned child within me.
PSALM 131:1–2
Is this your attitude when situations and problems arise that are too much for you?
“God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). God will communicate with you on a level you can grasp and understand. He will speak to you plainly about that which is clear and understandable to you.
Truth: God speaks plainly—confusion and misunderstanding are not from Him.
HIS RELEVANCE THROUGH HIS ESTABLISHED WAYS
One of the hard things I have had to learn since God gave me a wife to complete me is that He intended to complete me in that particular way and with that particular person.
I would rather He speak directly to me, although sometimes I don’t listen. And sometimes He decides not to be boxed in by some former way of working (speaking directly to me) and chooses another of His self-established ways. I often am inclined to spend a week and pay a thousand dollars to hear some national speaker and teacher tell me a truth that God would have used my wife to tell me for free and in five minutes. How foolish can we be?
I believe I am a very fast thinker. I have prided myself in the ability to think something through quickly and give a bottom-line conclusion. But sometimes I am a slow responder! For years my wife (and the Lord through my wife) has begged me to slow down and spell out to her not only the bottom line but how I reached it. I have not listened to her and as a result have hurt my ministry at home and in the church. God is finally getting through to me by this ordained and planned channel: my wife.
God uses all and any of the channels and ways He has established. His communication with you will be in harmony with what He has revealed in Scripture. You can expect Him to operate in the way He has already laid out.
David Seamands refers to C. S. Lewis, who pointed out in God in the Dock that
God works miracles, not magic, for no one makes bread out of stones—not even God. He turns seeds into wheat or corn or rye and out of that we make bread. When Jesus fed the Five Thousand, He didn’t take stones from the brook and turn them into bread and fish. He took loaves and made more loaves, fish and multiplied them into more fish. And this is what farmers do every year and the fish do in season—produce more bread and more fish. It takes them a long time to do it through the laws of nature. But Jesus Christ, being the Lord of both time and nature, can speed up the process into a few minutes.[1]
For some things, on the other hand, God does not take shortcuts. There was no “shortcut” for Jesus to becoming King of kings and Lord of lords, because that was God’s will.
In the temptation in the desert (see Matthew 4:1–11), when Satan suggested that Jesus do “magic” and make bread from stones, he also asked Jesus to jump from the top of the Temple. But Jesus refused to violate the law of gravity in order to create a sensation.
When the devil suggested that Jesus turn stones into bread (verse 3), it was more than a mere temptation to take a shortcut to popularity. It was a typically devilish suggestion, for Satan is essentially a magician.
All this in no way means God is a prisoner of His own universe. God can intervene with higher laws that we know nothing about. An airplane does not break the law of gravity when it flies; it supersedes it with a higher law—the law of aerodynamics.
Our God is supernaturally natural—that is to say, His supernaturalness works through natural things that He created. His ways are the ways He Himself set up: the natural methods, the natural authorities, the natural laws.
The enemy concentrates on magic, on sensationalism and shortcuts that seem to violate God’s laws. David Seamands explains,
God made this world to operate according to certain laws. We don’t know all those laws; we’ve been a long time discovering some of them and we’ve got many more to go. These laws really come out of the character of God Himself and express Himself and express His inner stability and reliability.…
Much disillusionment with prayer is caused by childish misunderstanding of how God works in relationship to this world.
Let me use an extreme illustration. Let us say there is a married couple who, though they desire a child very much, have so far not been able to have one. They could pray in several different ways which would in every case involve either that they would be able to have a baby or that God would enable them to adopt a child. We can’t imagine any couple who would pray for God to somehow drop a baby into their laps from heaven. But why not? Can’t God do anything? It’s not hard to see the foolishness and falseness in this kind of reasoning.[2]
Truth: God, the Creator, works according to His own established ways.
We can know it is God’s voice speaking to us because His voice is relevant. Relevant in regard to time. Relevant in regard to resources. Relevant in regard to circumstances and relevant in regard to our comprehension. And God is always speaking to us in His self-established ways.
There was a voice from the firmament
that was over their heads,
when they stood,
and had let down their wings.
EZEKIEL 1:25, KJV
“But he who enters by the door is a shepherd of the sheep…
and he calls his own sheep by name…
and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.
A stranger they simply will not follow, but will flee from him,
because they do not know the voice of strangers.”
JOHN 10:2–5
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KNOWING GOD’S VOICE BY ITS CONTENT, PART 1
Suppose ten different people were to phone you, all claiming to be your spouse. Even if all had exactly the same voice accent and pattern, it would not be difficult to tell which one was really your wife or husband, would it?
A man would know his wife on the basis of the content of the conversation. His wife could ask and answer questions that no one else could. She would make statements about previous situations that they both knew about. Stated facts would be relevant because of common knowledge. She would use vocabulary that was distinctly hers. A man would soon know she was his wife, and a woman would be able to recognize her husband’s voice in the same way.
Similarly, the conversation your Lord would have with you is one that comes out of a relationship of fellowship together. Certain aspects of content would reveal who was speaking.
Do you know what God would talk to you about? There are at least seven recognizable topics, and you know God’s voice by what He says (1) about Himself, (2) about Himself in reference to Scripture, (3) about situations in which guidance is given, (4) about sin, (5) about yourself, (6) about relating to others and (7) about faith.
God, in communicating with you, will spend much time on subjects that are of vital importance to Him and to you. His desire is to have fellowship with you, to love you and for you to love Him. When the Lord communicates with you, He will deal with matters that will enable His desires to take place in you in an ever-increasing way.
WHAT GOD SAYS ABOUT HIMSELF
Religions—any and all religions—are nothing more than man’s response to the God he knows or thinks he knows. A wrong concept of God will bring a wrong response.
The Auca headhunters of the Amazon jungle believed that, because God is good, He could be ignored and His “goodness” would continue. However, because Satan is evil, they had to continually do all they could to placate him. Trying to get Satan to leave them alone, they practiced superstitious and even murderous acts.
Civilized man is generally afraid of God. This fear results in a wrong kind of relationship. God, by revelation of Himself, seeks to eliminate the fear. Throughout the Bible, God seeks man—He makes provisions so that man may approach Him for fellowship. God makes Himself known so there can be a proper relationship.
God wants to make Himself known to you. He wants you to listen carefully when He speaks to you about Himself so that you may know Him as He really is. Because of this, you can expect God to reveal Himself in His conversation.
Holy God As Father
Jesus came to show you what God is really like. He showed you this by what He did and by what He taught. By behaving toward God as a Son to His Father, Jesus taught men that God was Father—the highest revelation of God. God is above and before all else your Father. A holy Father. A perfect Father. A loving Father. A merciful Father. A good Father. A righteous Father. A heavenly Father.
In the New Testament, the word Father is used to refer to God 267 times. The only New Testament book that does not refer to Him in this way is 3 John. The Epistles were written on the basis of God as our Father.
The Voice of Our Father
In God’s self-revelation to you, the underlying concept of His communication is that He is the Father who has chosen you, who has begotten you as His child and who plans to fulfill the responsibilities of His fatherhood to you.
The enemy is very subtle at this point. He likes to take an aspect of God and either magnify it out of all proportion or minimize it as not important at all. For example, with one person Satan might so magnify the holiness of God that a basic fear of God makes that person fearful of almost everything. At the same time, the enemy is minimizing God’s love.
With someone else, the “thief” might do exactly the opposite. He could overemphasize the love of God, saying, “God loves you so much that He will never chastise you. You can sin all you want and God will not really care.” In this case, holiness is minimized. Out of this caricature of God will come another set of reactions: total self-centeredness and self-indulgence, leading ultimately to depression and death.
The content of any word from God about Himself begins with the basic fact that He is our Father. With this Father-child relationship at the center, all else can have its proper place.
HOW GOD’S VOICE RELATES TO SCRIPTURE
More than any other source, your meditation should come out of Scripture. When our Lord is applying Scripture to you, He never violates its principles. The enemy, on the other hand, tries to move in by interpreting Scripture. He uses isolated fragments of Scripture with you, just as he did with Jesus in the desert temptation (see Matthew 4:1–11).
Remember that Satan led Jesus to Jerusalem and stood Him on a high place of the Temple, saying, “If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will command His angels concerning You’; and ‘On their hands they will bear You up, so that You will not strike Your foot against a stone’” (verse 6).
Jesus answered, “On the other hand, it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test’” (verse 7).
The enemy tempted our Lord to act in an unbecoming way, using fragments of two Old Testament verses as “proof-texts.” Jesus, aware of the trap because of His true knowledge of all Scripture, replied with a basic principle of God.
Do you know the difference between a proof-text and a divine principle? A proof-text is often a statement lifted out of its context to prove a particular viewpoint. This is the technique Satan used in Jesus’ temptation. Jesus, however, replied with a basic principle of God. This principle is a divine way of operating that comes out of the character and power of God.
How can you know if you are interpreting Scripture correctly? You can know that the content of the Lord’s message will never violate the principles, the great underlying truths that are consistently spelled out in Scripture.
James carefully details one of these principles when he writes, “The wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy” (James 3:17). It is never right to do wrong in order to do right. The end never justifies the means.
Let’s look at some practical examples of that principle:
The more zealous you are to do the work of God, the easier it is to fall prey to Satan’s manipulative use of proof-texts. Knowing the principles of the Word and knowing that the Holy Spirit will not lead us to violate them is of vital importance in listening to God’s voice.
HOW GOD’S VOICE GIVES GUIDANCE
How can you tell if guidance about a direction in life, a problem to be solved or a decision to be made comes from God?
James helps us out with this question:
If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him. But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind. For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord.
JAMES 1:5–7
Three basic principles about the way God works can help you.
Principle #1: God Is More Interested in Our Character Than Our Comfort
God is more interested in the development of your character than He is in changing your circumstances. God’s commitment to us centers around conformity to Christ. God is not interested in helping us develop a philosophy of escaping from problems by more dependence on Him. He wants our philosophy to be triumphing in overcoming problems.
Therefore, you can expect that God’s wisdom will deal more with the development of your character than with circumstances. He knows that when Christ is in charge in you, the circumstances will change you. He may or may not change the circumstances.
Are you asking God to give you a new job because of adverse conditions where you are presently? Often it is not His will to change your circumstances; He uses those circumstances to transform you!
Like me, most people asking God for a change in their family situation are seeking guidance in how to help other members of the family change. I, for example, prayed earnestly for a change in my son Richard when he was involved in drugs. But God usually works first in the “pray-er,” the person doing the praying. God dealt with me about my pride before He answered my prayer and touched Richard.
Before He changes the others involved, God will show you how you can become more like Christ. Being a better father or mother—more like Christ—automatically means a better home. So, from my own experience, my advice to dads and moms is to “see what God is saying to you and what He wants to do in you.”
The content of what God speaks to you will usually include those things that will develop your character rather than change your circumstances.
Principle #2: God Wants to Change Our Attitudes, Not Just Behavior
God deals with attitudes and concepts more than He deals with behavior. God knows that problems are often caused by our inner condition, so He usually has an inner solution rather than an outer one.
The enemy, too, knows that behavior is symptomatic of the soul’s condition. He knows that a hypocrite is a person whose inner and outer lives are not in harmony. He therefore encourages us toward an outer change of behavior rather than an inner change of mind, emotions or will.
Is the cup of your life filled with sweet, living water? Then no matter how you are jostled or pushed, only sweet, living water will spill out. Are bitter envy, selfish ambition, disorder and evil practices in your life? That bitter water will spill out when you are upset by your circumstances.
Jesus knew how easily this happens to any of us. On one occasion, He said to the Pharisees and teachers of the law, “Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written: ‘This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far away from Me. But in vain do they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men’” (Mark 7:6–7).
The devil does not mind if you go to church and perform other acts of religious devotion, as long as there is no real devotion in your heart. He knows that a person cannot pretend all the time. The real condition of your heart will show in loose moments and cause discredit to God’s name.
Our Lord examines your heart to bring about changes in it. Therefore, He usually has an inner solution rather than an outer one. Jesus is aiming for a change in heart. That’s why He told us, “You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘You shall not commit murder’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court’” (Matthew 5:21).
Then and now, we would all agree with that!
He continued, “But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court” (verse 22). This was different. This was hitting home where most of us live. This was “getting personal.” And we don’t like that!
Jesus knew this and gave the solution:
Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your offering there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering.
MATTHEW 5:23–24
Principle #3: God Will Guide Us with “Yes” and “No” Answers
The Lord does not tell you to do what He Himself would not do. God means what He says, and He will give you a yes or no. You are to be like Him, so He commands you, “Your yes is to be yes, and your no, no” (James 5:12).
Imagine the pastor of your church asking all the members to consider giving up three hours one afternoon to a special ministry to the poor. Both your heavenly Father and the devil would be glad to tell you what to do.
The enemy’s approach through your mind would usually be either of the following:
The Father’s approach to giving wisdom for such a situation would be different. When you asked Him what to do, He would say, Yes, this is My will for you or No, this is not My will for you. Our Father guides us, leads us, tells us what to do—rather than reasoning with us. Just as you make decisions for your small child because the child cannot understand all the ins and outs, so God knows you cannot understand all the “whys” of a matter.
None of us is capable of thinking like God does. His ways and His thoughts are as far above ours as the heavens are above the earth. This does not mean, however, that He will not communicate with us. We just need to prepare our hearts in such a way that we are totally dependent on His revelation. “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (Psalm 111:10). When you fully trust Him, you will joyfully obey Him. This is what walking in the Holy Spirit is. You do or you do not do things because of obedience and trust, not because of guilt and reasoning.
Guidance is a necessary part of the content of God’s message to you, since you have never before been this way on the road of life, and an enemy is seeking to entrap you.
Guidance is also a promise of God to you. Both the Old and New Testaments are full of such promises. The Lord says, “I will instruct you and teach you in the way which you should go; I will counsel you with My eye upon you” (Psalm 32:8). Talking about the Holy Spirit whom He was going to send, Jesus promised,
But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come. He will glorify Me, for He will take of Mine and will disclose it to you.
JOHN 16:13–14
Remember what we have discussed in previous chapters: God is not boxed in by a single method, a certain way, a unique means, an established procedure. There are many ways and many vehicles the Holy Spirit uses to guide us into all truth. Most often, He uses Scripture. Sometimes He uses human authorities in their particular area of influence. Sometimes He uses a family member, either a flesh relative or a spiritual brother or sister. Sometimes a specific situation is used to lead us to truth.
In fact, God’s Spirit can and does use a diverse number of vehicles to speak to us. Whatever His methods, we must be able to discern His voice so that Satan cannot get at us by perverting these means.
The secret is knowing what God is talking about!
Jesus recognized Satan when the devil was speaking through Simon Peter—and He rebuked him. This was the same Peter who a few moments before had uttered words of highest revelation that Jesus said had come from God. Jesus was able to recognize the Father and Satan in the same human being because He knew the Father’s voice. And that is what He wants for us, too.
In this chapter we have discussed three ways in which the content of the message can help us recognize God’s voice: We know God’s voice by what He says about Himself, by what He says in reference to Scripture and by what He says in giving guidance. In the next chapter we will look at four other ways we can recognize God’s voice when we pay attention to the content of His words.
Beloved, do not believe every spirit,
but test the spirits to see whether they are from God,
because many false prophets
have gone out into the world.
1 JOHN 4:1
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KNOWING GOD’S VOICE BY ITS CONTENT, PART 2
Have you ever felt guilty and yet could not find a sin to confess? Then, believing you were under a dark cloud of guilt, you probably ended up praying something like this: Dear Lord, forgive me for the things I have done that I should not have done, and for the things I left undone, and all other bad things.
I have done that—more times than I would like to admit. In shame I say it, because this type of prayer is not motivated by the Lord Jesus but by the accuser and enemy of the brethren. Such prayer is a direct response to the condemnation of the evil one, because one of the ways the enemy gets at us is by false guilt.
Since false guilt and real guilt feel exactly the same, how can we tell the difference? How do we know God’s voice in this important matter of sin? Taking this a bit further, what does God tell us about ourselves, our relationships and our faith?
HOW GOD’S VOICE RELATES SIN
One aspect of Jesus’ promise to send the Holy Spirit has to do directly with sin. The Holy Spirit “will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment; concerning sin, because they do not believe in Me” (John 16:8–9). If the Holy Spirit dwells in you, directing and controlling you, that promise will be fulfilled. He will convict you of sin, thereby assuring you that you belong to God.
It is inevitable that any loving father will have to deal with the behavior of his children when they do wrong. God the Father deals with your behavior as His child for many reasons. First, sin hurts you and it hurts other people; so He chastises you because He loves you. Second, God is holy and righteous; He cannot tolerate sin, which is discordant with His nature and offends Him. Third, sin blocks His ever-increasing fellowship with you.
All Scripture and the experience of all the saints of the ages testify that God takes action directly and personally with sinners. Since Satan always attacks and attempts to corrupt what God is doing, it is not surprising that he will try to corrupt genuine conviction, perverting it with an imitation conviction called condemnation.
Since conviction and condemnation are very much alike, many sincere Christians suffering from condemnation think they are under conviction. The following outline may help you tell the difference:
Conviction by the Holy Spirit | Condemnation by the Enemy |
1. Definite and specific. The Lord tells me exactly what I have done. | 1. Indefinite and vague. I feel guilty but cannot identify any specific sin. |
2. Recognizable. It is something unconfessed and unforgiven that I recognize—usually in the immediate past. | 2. Imaginary. I have a hard time putting my finger on it—unless it is something in the past that I have already repented of. |
3. Definite solution. The Holy Spirit tells me how to take care of the sin. When I obey, I get relief from soul pain and guilt. | 3. Usually no solution. If any solution is offered, it is irrational and unscriptural. The soul pain intensifies. |
Your loving Father will tell you, His child, what you have done and how you must correct it. This is genuine conviction.
HOW GOD’S VOICE RELATES TO OUR SELF-IMAGE
For a good part of my Christian life I have been crippled by a bad spiritual self-image. Thoughts such as these would come into my mind: I am no good. I will never amount to anything. I am a failure. I am a nobody. These thoughts, which I had accepted, often drove me to despair—that is, until I found that they came from the enemy.
A proper God image and a proper self-image are indispensable to the Christian life. If either is crippled, your spiritual walk will be halting and lame. The Lord therefore seeks to build to maturity both your God image and your self-image.
When people care deeply for each other, they express how they feel about each other. The Lord will often talk to you about how He feels about you. No one who listens to Him talk this way will ever have a bad self-image or come away discouraged. Your self-worth is never attacked by the Lord. Do you know you are extremely valuable to the Lord?
All God has ever done He did to have a family, a bride, a living temple. You are one of His children. You are His project. You are valuable, precious, special to Him. So special, in fact, that God had one of His servants offer encouragement to you! Paul writes:
I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints, and what is the surpassing greatness of His power toward us who believe. These are in accordance with the working of the strength of His might which He brought about in Christ, when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places.
EPHESIANS 1:18–20
Any mental attack on your self-worth does not come from the Father. He will correct your behavior, but He never condemns your worth. It is the enemy who sends all such thoughts as I am no good, I will never amount to anything, I am a failure, I am a nobody and I am not important.
But God says we are His “inheritance” (Ephesians 1:18) and His “saints” (1 Corinthians 1:2; Colossians 1:12). You are His “dear one” (He chose you and knows all about you), His “beloved child” and a thousand other wonderful things. When the Holy Spirit speaks to you about yourself, He consistently builds you up, helping you see yourself as He sees you.
Possibly the most striking example of this is in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. Even though the apostle knew all their sinful and evil ways, led by the Holy Spirit he built them up, right from the start of his letter:
Paul, called as an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God, and Sosthenes our brother, to the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. I thank my God always concerning you for the grace of God which was given you in Christ Jesus, that in everything you were enriched in Him, in all speech and all knowledge, even as the testimony concerning Christ was confirmed in you, so that you are not lacking in any gift, awaiting eagerly the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ, who will also confirm you to the end, blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful, through whom you were called into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.
1 CORINTHIANS 1:1–9
Look at all those positive statements Paul made about the Corinthian believers! It was only after establishing who they were in Jesus Christ that he proceeded to correct their behavior. We find that when Paul wrote to the Corinthians again, they were different: They had begun to discover who they really were in God’s eyes.
This is how God deals with us today.
You can recognize God’s voice by His explicitness when He is talking about your sins, and you can recognize His voice by the value He places on you when He is talking about your worth as a person.
GOD’S VOICE AND RELATING TO OTHERS
You can also recognize God’s voice when He is talking about others, because He shows you how He sees them.
A man in our church despised me and even told me to my face he would never trust me. He sat in the front pew every Sunday and glared at me, a deacon who opposed me at every leadership meeting. A large part of the church membership knew what a lemon he was! I was tempted to get back at him—to get rid of him—exposing him and his duplicity!
But our Lord, in all of His instructions to me, would not let me do anything except try to build a relationship. The final test came when I was getting ready to go to another pastorate. As I started to drive about 150 miles to a possible place of service, the Lord told me He did not want me to leave this place without seeking to do all I could to make that flawed relationship right.
God instructed me to pray and, on the way home, to look for that deacon, who worked on a power-line crew. Some sixty miles from home, I found him and took him out to lunch, seeking to make everything right. I think I succeeded. Since that time, I have learned to recognize God’s voice by what He tells me about others and my relationships with them.
Your relationships with people depend on your perception of them. How can you see others the right way, beneath their masks and the front they present to the world? The answer is to see others with the eyes of Christ.
When God talks to you about others and how you should relate to them, you can be sure He will follow the basic principles He has established. Like those in Philippians 4:8, where God tells us through Paul that He wants us to fill our minds with those things that are good and deserve praise: things that are true, noble, right, pure, lovely and honorable.
The enemy tries to give us wrong thoughts that result in wrong actions, so that the name of Christ will be discredited by the behavior of Christians to one another. You can recognize some signs that your thinking is from God, not from the evil one, by the content.
The enemy says, “He doesn’t like you.” “He’s mad at you.” “She thinks you’re dowdy.” “She’s too good for you.”
God’s voice sounds like this: “I love her and will pour My love for her through you.” Or, “He has something good to say. Listen to him.” Or, “He’s hurting. Invite him over for a visit.”
Tempering Justice with Mercy and Forgiveness
There is a song that goes like this: “Not my brother, not my sister, but it’s me, O Lord, standing in the need of prayer.”
You and I don’t want judgment from another brother or sister, and they don’t want judgment from us. God warns us that judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy.
In all human relationships there is a continuing degree of conflict that is due to our many imperfections. These conflicts become a fertile ground for the enemy to plant seeds in our hearts that will cause division among brothers and sisters and bring dishonor to the name of Christ.
If a person has not been to church in three weeks and you say, “Oh, he’s turned away from God,” that’s judging. But perhaps you care enough about him to phone and find out he’s depressed because sin has gotten a hold on him. Then, if God tells you to, you go see him, love him and pray with him. That’s mercy.
Or suppose a woman comes to church poorly dressed and you say, “She shouldn’t come to church looking like that!” That’s judging. But if you talk to her, help her find a job, take her shopping and make her a dress, that’s mercy.
Christian author and counselor John Sanford reminds us, “God says, ‘You do the loving; I’ll do the judging.’” As the apostle Paul writes,
Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted. Bear one another’s burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ.
GALATIANS 6:1–2
Conflicts also become an opportunity for the Lord Jesus to build men and women into closer relationships. You can expect the content of our Lord’s message to be tempered with mercy and the enemy’s to be hardened with revenge.
Jesus had a lot to say about judging. For example, “Do not judge so that you will not be judged. For in the way you judge, you will be judged; and by your standard of measure, it will be measured to you” (Matthew 7:1–2).
One day Peter asked Jesus about forgiveness. “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and I forgive him? Up to seven times?” (Matthew 18:21). He was probably surprised at Jesus’ answer: “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven” (verse 22).
The Lord’s word to you about others will contain these elements:
The evil one’s ways are far different from God’s ways. Satan’s word to you will contain these elements of generalization and retribution:
Remember, when the Lord speaks to you about those who have wronged you, He will be full of mercy—and He will ask you to extend that mercy to them. You have been commanded to be as merciful as our heavenly Father has been to you.
Truth: A merciful God helps His children to be merciful.
Building Relationships, Not Divisions
Our God is vitally concerned with reconciliation—not only of people with Himself but of people with people. Many Scriptures indicate this emphasis on building relationships.
God reminds us of our own alienation from Him by emphasizing all that He has done to show His attitude of reconciliation toward us, His children. “Now all these things are from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18). Lest we still don’t understand, Paul continues, “Namely, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and He has committed to us the word of reconciliation” (verse 19).
Jesus tells us that our problems with others affect our relationship with Him:
Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your offering there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering.
MATTHEW 5:23–24
As God speaks to you about a brother or a sister, you can know His voice because He will give you thoughts that will work to bring you together. Our love for one another is evidence that we have heard Him. “All people will know that you are My followers,” He says, “if you love each other.”
From your heavenly Father, you can expect to hear the following:
Satan’s attempt at causing division in the Body of Christ has centered on three areas. You can expect him to use them with you and thereby betray you. Be aware of the following threats to fellowship and the unity of believers.
The Enemy Uses Bible Doctrine to Cause Division
There are seven thousand denominations in the world today, and each member would say that his or her group has a doctrinal basis. Certain fundamental beliefs unite some groups, but they divide more or less sharply on other beliefs. Although doctrine (truth) is important, there are a few things to remember:
The enemy will seek to use your understanding of truth to separate you from those who do not have the same perception. It has always humbled me to remember that our Lord has seen fit to use people who have opposing views of truth to mine.
The Enemy Uses Spiritual Experiences to Cause Division
Spiritual experiences are wonderful and seem to vary from Christian to Christian. The Lord does not allow everyone to participate in the same way. While valid to an individual, these spiritual experiences are not a basis for fellowship, although the enemy seeks to use them as such.
A supernatural experience from God is determined by such things as personality type or level of maturity in Christ. It can also be God’s sovereign decision to give a spiritual experience for a purpose of His own determination. These extraordinary experiences are valid, but our fellowship with Him is not dependent on them. Nor are they a measure of our own “spirituality.”
Only three of the disciples saw Moses and Elijah with Jesus at the Transfiguration. Where were the other nine? Elsewhere, experiencing whatever God had for them!
The enemy seeks to divide Christians by making us perceive spiritual experiences as a measure of maturity, closeness to God or God’s blessings on an individual. Because of the influence of the enemy, God’s children—you and I and all the others—have these tendencies:
The Enemy Uses Different Ministry Methods to Cause Division
The enemy also seeks to divide people by the way they do ministry and Christian service. It is easy to become convinced that our way of ministering is the only right way and that everybody else is wrong.
But is there only one right way? Yes, when it comes to salvation. The Bible states that Jesus is the only One who can save us. His name is the only power in the world that has been given for our salvation. And we must be saved through Him.
In other areas, our Lord used many options. He healed the blind by one touch. By two touches. And by the dirt-and-spittle method. He is the same today—not boxed in by your ideas or mine of how He should work. Or what He should do. Or where. Or when.
Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit. And there are varieties of ministries, and the same Lord. There are varieties of effects, but the same God who works all things in all persons. But to each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.
1 CORINTHIANS 12:4–7
HOW GOD’S VOICE RELATES TO FAITH
Faith means trusting God, not what our senses tell us. One of the ways we know His voice is that He keeps us at a point of trusting Him for something new—in ourselves, in our loved ones, in our ministry. Trusting Him for deeper levels. For more growth. For wider usage. And always advancing from faith to faith.
Since faith is of such vital importance to the whole Christian experience, you may really expect to hear a lot from God on this matter, for faith comes from hearing the words of God.
From what you have already read, you know that God is still working with me and teaching me. Possibly you have also sensed that one of the fruits He is trying to grow in my life is patience. I would like to ask you, are you like I am? Wanting to have everything through my senses—see it, touch it, hear it now?
From personal experience, I can testify that God is continually working with us on the matter of patience. He loves faith and wants us in a faith posture all the time. When our faith becomes a reality and He has us trusting Him in all matters, we move on from one level of faith to another.
Johnnie and I have five children who are 19 years apart from oldest to youngest. With all of them, God has called us to trust Him—trust Him at the different ages, with different situations and for different levels of life.
Our daughter Susan has many of the same characteristics as her father (which God has been working on). She is given to extremes in some things, to the detriment of other people.
God has kept Johnnie and me at points of trust for Susan all her life. We had to trust Him for her salvation while she was in junior high. At other times we entrusted God with her welfare:
In senior high, for her protection from evil.
In college, for guidance for a life’s goal.
In her first job, for the right friends.
In her social life, for the right husband.
In business, for a right balance.
At every level God was faithful to give what we had asked Him for, and He continues to be faithful. But He keeps us in a position of faith through it all. Dr. Charles Stanley writes,
God is always challenging our faith and in so doing He builds our relationship with Him and helps us grow into intimacy with Him. When Jesus was on earth, He was always looking for people to respond in faith. He could just speak and that would be the end of it, but in many instances His voice requires an act of faith on our part to comprehend what He has revealed.[1]
God speaks to us in a million ways, but one of the clearest is through His Word. However, His messages to you in Scripture reach you only if you open the Holy Book. When you do, two things may happen. He may give you His logos. Logos is Greek for the general Word of God. The whole Bible is God’s logos. It tells about God’s plans, His purposes and His principles. The more you absorb His logos, the better you will know Him.
He also may give you a rhema. Rhema is Greek for a specific word from God. You may be reading along in the Bible or may suddenly remember a verse. In either case a passage becomes so meaningful that you sense that God is speaking to you. A rhema is a promise that God has definite plans for a situation or problem.
For example, a woman in my congregation had a rebellious son. One morning she was reading in Isaiah when she came to a word God had specially meant for her: “I have seen his [willful] ways, but I will heal him; I will lead him and restore comfort to him and to his mourners” (Isaiah 57:18).
How that rhema comforted this mother through the next years, as her son continued to rebel! Sometimes she became frightened for him, but then she would remember the verse and thank God for His plan. Finally the young man repented and is now himself receiving rhemas from God.
God Bolsters Our Faith
When God speaks about faith, you can be sure it is God speaking because of what He says:
Since Abraham is used in the Bible as the prime example of faith, it will be good for us to examine this patriarch’s faith experience. We will see the Lord making a promise, repeating it and enlarging on it.
First, God gave Abram a command: “Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from your father’s house, to the land which I will show you” (Genesis 12:1). Then God promised Abram,
“I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.”
GENESIS 12:2–3
Later on, when Abram and his nephew Lot finally parted company, God expanded the promise to include territory. “Now lift up your eyes and look from the place where you are, northward and southward and eastward and westward; for all the land which you see, I will give it to you and to your descendants forever” (Genesis 13:14–15). Then He also enlarged what He had meant about Abram’s descendants, saying, “I will make your descendants as the dust of the earth, so that if anyone can number the dust of the earth, then your descendants can also be numbered” (verse 16).
There were both good times and hard times for Abram in his new land, culminating in the daring surprise rescue of Lot and all that the enemy had stolen. After that, God repeated His promise about the land. “I am the LORD who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess it” (Genesis 15:7).
Then came the traumatic events surrounding Abram’s attempts to “help God” keep His promise of many descendants (see Genesis 16). Thirteen years after the slave girl Hagar bore Abram a son (Ishmael), God reiterated and expanded His promise.
I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make nations of you, and kings will come forth from you. I will establish My covenant between Me and you and your descendants after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your descendants after you. I will give to you and to your descendants after you, the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their God.
GENESIS 17:6–8
As the Lord reinforced and blessed Abraham, so He will reinforce and bless you.
The Enemy Attacks Our Faith
God is very much aware of the enemy’s attack on your faith. Satan will attack and bombard your faith by pointing your thoughts in certain directions to get you to doubt both God’s goodness and what God has said.
Enemy tactic #1: Pointing you to the negatives of your own and others’ past experiences. The enemy distorts your thinking into saying such things as “I remember what happened the last time I did this!” “I remember what happened when [name] did this!”
Enemy tactic #2: Pointing you to the “limitations” of your present circumstances. The enemy also perverts your thoughts about what is happening now: “That can never happen—there are too many obstacles in the way.” “I can’t do it. Let someone else try.” “I’ve tried, and it doesn’t make any difference. I give up!”
As a child of God, know that your faith will be attacked by the evil one. But know also that our Lord stands by His Word and that He will keep you focused on Himself and His promises if you ask and trust that He will answer. Victorious in faith? Or defeated by the enemy? The choice is yours!
I hope you will choose to say with Paul,
We do not lose heart, but though our outer man is decaying, yet our inner man is being renewed day by day. For momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison, while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal.
2 CORINTHIANS 4:16–18
I invite you to join me in “fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith” (Hebrews 12:2).
So every good tree bears good fruit,
but the bad tree bears bad fruit.
A good tree cannot produce bad fruit,
nor can a bad tree produce good fruit.…
So then, you will know them by their fruits.
MATTHEW 7:17–18, 20
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KNOWING GOD’S VOICE BY THE RESULTS IT PRODUCES
How else can I know God’s voice—that those words and thoughts come from Him? How can I be sure it is God who causes me to think in a certain way?
One of the surest ways to recognize God’s voice is the effect the words produce in you. The results of hearing God’s voice center around increased faith and gratitude.
GOD’S VOICE BRINGS ENCOURAGEMENT
One evening as I was walking up the path of a home in which there was a young Christian mother struggling with an alcohol problem, I sought the guidance of the Lord to get her to listen to me. And He told me what to do.…
After I had entered the home and gotten through the formalities, she said to me, “Here I am, a Christian with all these problems. Yet my husband is not a Christian and lives much better than I do. What can I do?”
“The Lord Jesus has instructed me,” I replied, “to get you to talk to Him and ask Him a few questions.” After a few simple instructions about the Holy Spirit and His presence in her, I instructed the woman to ask the Lord about His thoughts of her.
After a few moments of silence she told me, “He said, You are much more valuable than you think you are.”
Instructing her again, I said, “Ask Him how valuable you are.”
When she did, she came up with this amazing answer: “He said that I am as valuable as He is.”
I could see she was perplexed by what God had told her, so I explained to her that the “value” of anything is determined by the price a person is willing to pay for it. I reminded her that Scripture says Christ has given His life for us (for example, see Galatians 1:4)—which means that He considers us to be as valuable as Himself.
Light began to dawn. She was amazed at what God had told her, and there was new hope shining in her eyes.
Her husband was flabbergasted upon hearing this great truth and could see that there had been no manipulation. In the next ten minutes he received Christ as his Lord and Savior!
The point I want to make here is that we know His voice by the fact that He encourages us in every way He can. Our Lord did not approve of this woman’s self-inflicted problem, but He approved of her—and He was encouraging to her, for He saw she needed acceptance and verification of her worth.
Ninety percent of what God says to me is encouragement. I do not know if this is because discouragement has been the major tactic of the devil in my life or because the Lord, who walked in our shoes, knows our constant need of encouragement. Maybe both.
What I do know is that I have never come away from hearing God without being encouraged. I have learned that discouragement does not come from Him. Paul wrote to the Corinthian church, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction…” (2 Corinthians 1:3–4).
In how many ways and forms does His encouragement come to me! It may be through a Scripture recalled from memory, a Scripture interpretation for a present circumstance or a “new” Scripture I had never noticed before. Sometimes I am encouraged through reminders of His promises to me. Or a word for the moment. Or a look from His point of view.
As we have wrestled through problems with one of our children and this child’s lack of interest in God and His ways, we have been burdened by bad behavior patterns. The Lord encouraged me through it all by reminding me of the promise He had given me: that this child would be used in His redemptive purpose.
Whatever the method, the Lord encourages me to keep on keeping on. He assures me it will all turn out well, according to His plan. He spurs me on to take the next step, so that without hesitation I can join Paul in saying, “He is the God of all encouragement!”
On the other hand, the enemy attacks us with discouragement. This is one of Satan’s main weapons. He constantly seeks to discourage you and thereby make you impotent: to cause you to stop what you are doing or to do things in a halfhearted way.
The enemy will point to and distort present appearances and past experiences. He will remind you of the time that has elapsed since you last received a word from the Lord. And he will punctuate his attack with a full-color show of your past failures.
Be aware of Satan’s tactics. And remember that a sure sign that you have heard God’s voice is that you are comforted and uplifted—encouraged to love Him, to trust Him and to follow Him.
GOD’S VOICE BRINGS PEACE
What God says will never cause you to worry or fret. The God who tells you, Do not worry, is the God who calms your mind and soul. A sure sign you have heard from Him is the peace you feel even in the midst of the storm.
Our eldest son had a drug problem. He was away from home, living with a group of people on drugs and getting into more and more trouble. He was finally arrested. The desk sergeant at the jail called us at 5:00 A.M. with the news.
All through the crisis we had a peaceful assurance because God had spoken and was continuing to speak to us that Richard would come back. Peace in the storm by His presence and His voice!
One of the results of hearing God, and of receiving what He has said, is peace. If a person’s thinking is controlled by the Spirit, then there is life and peace. You can know beyond any shadow of doubt that when you worry or are afraid, it is because you have not heard God.
God commands us not to worry, and then He gives the positive solution to worry: “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6–7).
This “peace” is an inner tranquility in a situation clamoring for attention. A light in the impenetrable darkness. A calm assurance in impossible circumstances. An unexplained rest in the midst of chaos.
Jesus told His disciples that they would cry and be sad and the world would be happy; that their sadness would become joy, but they would be scattered. Seeing the dismay and perplexity in their faces, He assured them that they—and we—can have peace in Him despite our circumstances. “In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).
Peace. The songwriter’s testimony is “No storm can swallow the ship where lies the master of ocean and earth and skies.”[1]
You can have peace because of the Lord’s presence, His promises and His power. Because “He Himself has said, ‘I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you,’ so that we confidently say, ‘The Lord is my helper, I will not be afraid. What will man do to me?’” (Hebrews 13:5–6). Jesus, who often commanded His disciples, “Fear not,” will not in any way cause you fear or worry.
This peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ is often inexplicable to others and even to yourself. It is a sign you have heard from Him, so listen to God until you have reached a point of peace. Remember, too, that any and every thought of worry and fear comes not from the Lord but from the enemy.
GOD’S VOICE BRINGS SYMPATHETIC UNDERSTANDING
A woman in our church wrote more letters to me than anyone else in the congregation. Most of the letters were nasty in a “religious” way. Sometimes they were selfish or caustic, even threatening. My natural inclination was to avoid that person whenever I saw her.
But as I spoke to the Lord about this, He said, What she has written is often not from Me—that is her “flesh” expressing itself. She likes to do it in letter writing. But you, Peter Lord, have flesh expressions in a different way. How do you want people to act toward you after you have administered a “flesh kick”? Treat her in the same way.
Well, I want people to be kind, forgiving and loving to me after I have indulged in a “flesh kick,” so that’s how I decided to deal with this person. I responded to her attacks by treating her with kindness. This is what God’s voice instructed me to do, and He will tell you something similar.
You will know God is speaking to you about others because of your new attitude of understanding toward them and because of the actions you want to take. You will begin to want to love them. Then, as He continues to speak and you listen, the Lord will supply the love.
You will feel compassion for other people. God may even give you a desire to be with them. He will lead you to extend mercy to them, forgive them and be a blessing to them. You will find yourself interceding for them and expressing love to them through words of encouragement and helping actions. When God speaks to you about others, He will cause you to see them as He sees them and to love them as He loves them.
But the enemy again moves in against us, with attacks on your mind that are aimed at contradicting what God has told you:
Do not speak against one another, brethren. He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge of it.
JAMES 4:11
5. The enemy puts thoughts in your mind that cause you to carry a grudge against others. James also said, “Do not complain, brethren, against one another, so that you yourselves may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing right at the door” (James 5:9).
When you are listening to God, you will hear Him say, Try to do what makes peace and helps one another. If you receive those words, you will not judge others, nor hold them in contempt, nor despise them, nor reject them, nor criticize them or curse them. These things are not from the Lord.
You may surprise yourself because you will have compassion for others. You will receive them and be merciful to them. You will forgive them, seek to save them, bless them and intercede for them.
You will find yourself praying things like, Father, but for Your grace, I would be there. Or, Lord, show me how I can help. Or, What do You want me to do for them, Jesus? Love, mercy and compassion will rise in you, as will a desire to draw closer to others in order to help them.
You can be absolutely sure that God, who has clearly commanded you not to judge another, will never tell you things about other people for the sake of judgment. If He tells you anything about others, it will be so that you can intercede on their behalf and reach out to help them.
GOD’S VOICE BRINGS HOPE
When God speaks, do you hear a loving father who forgives you and has a real interest in you? Or do you hear a demanding parent who is always expecting you to measure up to higher and higher expectations? When you pray, do you come as to a loving, accepting father? Or do you feel condemned and never able to live up to God’s expectations?
The God of the Bible is love, which brings hope. And when He speaks, the results will flow out of His love for you.
The years 1972 to 1976 were the very hardest I had ever experienced in the ministry. I know now that God was doing a work of purifying and pruning in my life during that time.
The attacks of the enemy allowed by God—Norman Grubb calls him “God’s devil”—were centered in hopelessness. Satan sought to drive me with a sense of hopelessness about my life and my ministry. I was often filled with despair.
What kept me afloat—what kept me going—were the times I shared alone with God. Times when He gave me hope and a reason to live.
The situation did not really change much. But in those times, when I let Him, God always lifted me up…
…with hope that He was there.
…with hope that He was doing the best He could for me.
…with hope that He was giving me what I had asked Him for: a Christian character.
Of course, I wanted it all in a painless, costless, quick way—but that is not God’s way. And I have been able to see something of the reasons why He doesn’t work that way.
Hope. What does this word mean in God’s vocabulary? If we can conclude what God means when He uses that word in the Bible, it will help us identify His voice.
Unger’s Bible Dictionary defines hope as “the expectation of good.” Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words says it is a “favorable and confident expectation.…It has to do with the unseen and the future…the happy anticipation of good.”
The opposite of hope is hopelessness, which Merriam-Webster’s says refers to “having no expectation of good or success; despairing; despondent.”[2]
How do you know where hope about the future comes from? Is it from God? As in the other results of listening to God’s voice, here, too, God has given signs to direct you:
By way of contrast, consider the enemy’s tactic of putting thoughts in your mind that cause you to feel hopeless and discouraged. Hopelessness manifests itself with such thoughts as It will never work out, Nothing good is ever going to happen, It’s no use, I’ll never change, It won’t do any good and Nothing will make a difference.
Based on God’s Word, you can say to the enemy, “It is God who makes the difference!” God will fill you when you allow Him to, so that you may abound in hope by the Holy Spirit.
Hope coming from the Father is the assurance that what we are trusting Him for—on the basis of His character and word—will come to pass. The object of the hope brought by the Father is such a sure thing that we can rejoice in it before it actually comes, for its coming is as certain as the dawn. His promise is always “I will not fail you.”
This hope is not wishful thinking. Neither is it daydreaming, nor optimism. This hope comes to you as you listen to God’s voice, because the Father will reveal Himself to you. This hope comes to you as He reveals His intention for you and renews His promises.
GOD’S VOICE CREATES AND SUSTAINS FAITH
In 1952 the Lord Jesus spoke plainly to my wife and me. He said, Go to seminary. Go to New Orleans. Go at the end of the school year to summer school.
The deacons in our church in Belleview, Florida, sought to discourage us. The church was experiencing revival. God’s blessings were being poured out. They reminded me that I had no visible means of support and no savings, and they emphasized my responsibility to our two small children.
They were right in everything they said.
But the Lord had spoken, so I went, leaving the family behind, for I had no job and no place to live. There was a quiet inner confidence, a peace I could not explain.
On my first day in New Orleans, the following things happened:
I landed a job.
I registered for summer school.
I found a place to live.
I called home to tell my wife about all this, and she told me that a church from Mississippi had called to say they wanted me as pastor.
The glory of God descended in that phone booth!
The point I want to make is that when God speaks, you have faith. It’s a faith you cannot explain to others or to yourself. It’s just there. As long as you reflect on His words, the faith remains.
Scripture pictures faith as all-important to our God and Lord:
One sign that you have heard from God is that faith rises in your heart. You believe! You believe in spite of what you sense or perceive and in spite of what your reasoning tells you. You believe easily and naturally, for you have heard the One whom you know as God.
Faith is both created by the Lord’s word to us and sustained by that word. He initiates our faith and is also the completer, the finisher of our faith (see Hebrews 12:2).
The enemy’s tactic is to bring thoughts of doubt, unbelief, suspicion, anxiety and skepticism. Satan wants you to listen to him and depend only on your feelings or your logic. These distortions—if allowed to prevail—will lead to disobedience:
However, when the Father speaks and you listen and accept what He says, you will find faith rising up in your heart. You will have these assurances:
One of the sure results of hearing God is faith: resting faith, steadfast faith, rejoicing faith.
GOD’S VOICE PRODUCES GRATITUDE
One morning I was meditating on Psalm 138:8: “The LORD will accomplish what concerns me; Your lovingkindness, O LORD, is everlasting; do not forsake the works of Your hands.” The Lord spoke to me, saying,
My child, I have invested too much in you to forsake you. You are the object of My creative and redemptive plan. It is fellowship with Me that I designed you for, created you for, reclaimed you for.
When I sent My Son into this world, it was to demonstrate to you the possibility of fellowship with Me where you are. It was also to make fellowship possible by taking care of the sin that prevented it.
As you read Scripture, do you not see that My Son, Jesus, and I always had fellowship together? That is why, when He bore your sins and I had to forsake Him, He suffered such agony.
Would it have been agony if He had not been used to having fellowship with Me? No! In eternity He had fellowship with Me. In a human body on earth, among people and among conditions like the ones you live in, He had fellowship with Me. And so can you.
No, I will not forsake you. More than that, I will finish the perfection for which I called you—both as an individual and as part of my Bride, the Church.
Your need is not to be concerned about My forsaking you, but about your being preoccupied and forsaking Me.
My heart overflowed with thanksgiving and praise to God for those words to me. And always when I listen to Him, I am grateful and full of thanksgiving to Him for Himself and His words.
Thanksgiving and praise flow from grateful hearts. A grateful heart cannot help overflowing with thanks and offering praise.
Old Testament Praise
The Old Testament is full of praises to God. Look at the exultation in Deuteronomy:
To the LORD your God belong heaven and the highest heavens, the earth and all that is in it.…For the LORD your God is the God of gods and the Lord of lords, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God who does not show partiality nor take a bribe.…He is your praise and He is your God, who has done these great and awesome things for you which your eyes have seen.
DEUTERONOMY 10:14, 17, 21
And we can join in David’s triumphant song:
Blessed are You, O LORD God of Israel our father, forever and ever. Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the victory and the majesty, indeed everything that is in the heavens and the earth; Yours is the dominion, O LORD, and You exalt Yourself as head over all. Both riches and honor come from You, and You rule over all, and in Your hand is power and might; and it lies in Your hand to make great and to strengthen everyone. Now therefore, our God, we thank You, and praise Your glorious name.
1 CHRONICLES 29:10–13
When you have allowed Him to speak to you—to guide, explain, comfort and love you—gratitude will arise in your heart. And this gratitude makes expression easy, desirable and beautiful. You will praise Him as did the psalmist:
I will give You thanks with all my heart; I will sing praises to You before the gods. I will bow down toward Your holy temple and give thanks to Your name for Your lovingkindness and Your truth; for You have magnified Your word according to all Your name.
PSALM 138:1–2
New Testament Praise
In the New Testament, Scripture commands, “Pray without ceasing; in everything give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:17–18; see Philippians 4:6).
Impossible, you think? It depends on your concept of prayer! It is impossible to “never stop praying” if you think that to pray means to talk to God—with you doing the talking. However, what this Scripture commands is fully possible if you understand prayer as basically listening.
If you listen (pray) without stopping, you will be able to give thanks in everything. God’s words to you—while not always explanations—are always such that you can give thanks to Him that He is present. That He is in charge. That He loves you and is concerned about your welfare. That He is always working things together for your best.
The enemy’s tactic is to bring thoughts of ingratitude, envy, jealousy and covetousness. The enemy will remind you of what you do not have. He will whisper that what others have, you should have, too. He sneers, “After all, you deserve it!” And he will put in your mind all the other negative thoughts that reflect ingratitude.
Paul, writing to Timothy, warns that ingratitude—unthankfulness—will be one of the signs of the perilous “last days” (see 2 Timothy 3:1–2).
How good to know that the Holy Spirit will bring to mind those things that will put gratitude in your heart and a song on your lips. For He will point to the Lord Jesus Christ as the source of all good things.
A mouth that praises and thanks our heavenly Father is evidence of a grateful heart, a heart filled with thanksgiving that we are hearing the One who has pronounced through Paul that “God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God” (Romans 8:28).
“Through Him then, let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that give thanks to His name” (Hebrews 13:15).
Whatever is true,
whatever is noble,
whatever is right,
whatever is pure,
whatever is lovely,
whatever is admirable—
if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—
think about such things.
PHILIPPIANS 4:8, NIV
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PROCESSES OF THE THOUGHT WORLD
“You would never believe what I have been thinking!”
“I just had a wild idea!”
“I just had a thought out of the blue.…”
Have you ever made one of these statements or a similar one? Have you heard somebody else say anything like this? Of course you have!
All of these statements indicate that we are sometimes surprised at our own thoughts.
Think about this. Your thoughts are proceeding along an orderly path; suddenly comes a thought that is not a part of that pattern of thinking. And you may say, “I just thought of something!” or words to that effect. Our speech is filled with phrases indicating that we all have random thoughts for no apparent reason.
What bearing does our thought life have on the physical world and the spiritual world? How does the spiritual world interact with the physical world? How does God—or the devil—work His will on earth? What is the usual, ordinary way that this happens?
More specifically, how does God minister love to a person, whether directly or indirectly? Does He not do it through the mind of man? If God wants to minister His love to me directly, He usually does it by placing thoughts in my mind as I allow Him. If I receive those thoughts and act on them, I experience His love.
“It is a well-known axiom of the psychology of perception,” says Benedict J. Groeschel, “that we succeed in listening only if we respond in some way to what we hear.”[1]
If God wants to minister to me through someone else, He usually places a thought in that person’s mind about something to say or to do. When the person receives it and obeys, I am ministered to by God through another.
How does the devil get his will done? How does he slander a person? Murder someone? I have never known of a person slandered or murdered directly by Satan. But many have been harmed by other people after the devil put evil ideas in their minds.
The first interaction of the spiritual world with the physical world is most often a thought placed in the mind of an individual. It is not usually by audible sounds that God speaks to us these days. The Lord communicates in our thought life and through the Holy Spirit’s interpreting Scripture to us, as we have seen in the introduction of this book.
How important it is, then, for us to understand certain basic things about our thought life. This is natural and scriptural, for God lives inside our minds and hearts—in our thought world.
THE IMPORTANCE OF OUR THOUGHT LIFE
My attitude at any given moment is determined by my thoughts. Whether I am afraid, loving, anxious, peaceful or filled by any other such feeling, it is all dependent on my thoughts. So it is with everyone:
Our thoughts produce our attitudes. It is possible to be fearful when there is nothing to be afraid of, simply because you are thinking wrong thoughts. On the other hand, it is possible to be at peace when there is something you should be afraid of, because you are not aware of the danger.
Our thoughts precede our attitudes, whether or not there is any reality to those thoughts. Before we do anything, we think. Before we act, we think. It might be just a split-second reaction, or there may be a long time between thoughts and actions. But there is always a thought process prior to an action.
The enemy’s attack consists basically in placing untrue thoughts in our minds and calling them “truth,” so that we will live according to his purpose and desire. The only power the evil one has over us is through our thoughts.
Satan told Eve she would find life in eating the forbidden fruit. She believed him, ate and found death instead (see Genesis 3). He did not force her hand to pick the fruit, nor pry open her mouth to eat it. He just put the idea in her head.
The “big lie” that he uses to hold most Americans captive is that life consists of the abundance of the material things that a man has (see Luke 12:15). Believing this, many people act on the assumption that possessions will make them happy. Sometimes they do not discover the truth in a whole lifetime and so live all their days by Satan’s lie.
We will inevitably become what we think about all day. This is a commonly accepted psychological truth, and the writer of Hebrews states its logical conclusion unequivocally: “Fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith” (Hebrews 12:2).
Paul adds, “But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit” (2 Corinthians 3:18).
The key is that as we are looking at Jesus, the Lord, He is working a step-by-step transformation in us. If we want to be like Him, it is imperative that we understand our thought life and learn to control it.
CONTROLLING OUR THOUGHT LIFE
Is it possible to get all the air out of a glass?
Yes, it’s easy. Just fill the glass with water.
Is it possible to control our thought life, to control what we think? Can we ever bring “every thought captive” to Christ? (2 Corinthians 10:5).
Yes; that’s easy, too, if we fill our minds with different thoughts. The principle is the same as filling a glass with water to “control”—get rid of—the air.
Let us consider three simple facts about thinking:
All thoughts can be divided into two basic categories: true and false. The thoughts that come from God are true. He is the God of all truth and has sent the Holy Spirit to dwell in us and to guide us into all truth.
If I can receive God’s thoughts, I can think the truth. Therefore I will have the right attitudes and actions.
How do you get the air out of a glass? By filling it with water. How do you get rid of wrong and untrue thoughts? By filling your mind with true and right thoughts from God. The control of our thought life, then, comes by thinking God’s thoughts with Him.
THE CAPACITIES OF THE MIND
There are three basic mental capacities relevant to fellowship with God that all normal people possess: the capacity to remember, the capacity to receive new information and the capacity to reason.
Because of their importance in understanding our thought life, we will consider each capacity individually.
The Capacity to Remember
Picture a family reunion, the first in a long time. Laughter, exclamations, people milling around and going from one small group to another. Everyone seems to be talking at once.
“Remember the time…”
“Whatever happened to…?”
“So the old schoolhouse finally got torn down!”
“Al looks better than ever, doesn’t he? He used to be so…”
The members of that family are using an ability of the mind that God has given us: the capacity to remember.
Earlier I compared the conscious mind to a glass filled with thoughts. Continuing this simile, the subconscious mind can be compared to a deep reservoir into which are emptied and stored all the streams of past experiences and all the brooks of “knowledge” (true and false) that have fed into it.
Those folks at the family reunion were each lowering the glass bucket of the conscious mind into the reservoir of the subconscious. Then they brought up a composite of the thoughts and experiences about their family life and history that had been stored there.
We all do it. When there is a need to think so we can act, we let the bucket down into the well of our thoughts and bring up anything that is related to the matter in hand. Whatever is down in the well (the subconscious) will come up in the bucket (the conscious), including truth, falsehood and that most dangerous type of lie: untruth that has a mixture of truth in it.
Therefore, the person who decides to act on the basis of the past (what is in the reservoir) is a prisoner of his or her previous experiences and/or knowledge. If the streams and brooks have been pure and true, this is good. If they have been contaminated and wrong, it is bad. Faced with a need for some kind of action, it is vital that we determine what in our bucket is true and what is untrue.
The Christian who wishes to please God must live beyond the knowledge and experience of his reservoir of the subconscious. The examination of our thought world—what the Bible calls “bringing every thought captive to Christ”—is of utmost importance to the believer. But, before going further into that, we must consider another capacity of the mind, since the ability to remember is never static but is always influenced by new and changing input.
The Capacity to Receive New Information
Comparing the mind now to a computer, we can say it has the capacity to receive new information. There are new thoughts and knowledge that cover areas we have never been in before, areas for which there is nothing stored in our memory bank.
Some new ideas and information enlarge and expand areas where we already have some experience. Others contradict the old thoughts stored in our computer-mind.
When we recognize and accept the appropriate thoughts as truth from God, we repent. We change our minds. We reprogram our computer. We haul out the garbage of our wrong thinking and enter the new information that comes from God in its place.
Remember that any new thoughts coming into our conscious minds will find their way down into our subconscious. There they will be cataloged, regardless of whether they are truth or error, and they will affect our future behavior.
The more the subconscious is filled with truth, the easier it will be to live the Christian life and please our God. “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:2).
There are many channels by which we receive new thoughts and information. Books. Counselors and friends. Television, radio and even billboards. Our observation of nature, life events and people.
But while there are many channels of knowledge, there are only two basic sources and two basic kinds of new information. There is God, who gives truth without error. And there is the evil one, who gives a distorted and erroneous “truth” through deception.
Meditation is the process of going to God and receiving truth for the situation at hand. (We will examine this further in chapter 17.) Once we have received the truth, we then have the opportunity of choice. And choosing is usually done based on the third capacity of the mind: reasoning.
The Capacity of Reason
God gave our minds the capacity to reason, calculate and come to conclusions that are the basis for action. Again, we cannot choose whether or not we will reason, but only how and on what basis we will do so.
Let us consider the importance of reasoning, revealed in its side effects and results: expectations, interpretations and conclusions.
False Expectations
Have you ever expected, presumed or anticipated that something would happen? Whether or not you realized it at the time, you were using your capacity to reason. You considered the known facts, dipped into your reservoir of the subconscious, brought up a bucket of thoughts and feelings about the present situation—and arrived at certain expectations of what you figured would happen. Then you could decide what you were going to do about it.
It is not wrong to have expectations. The Bible even has special words for certain expectations. It calls them “faith” and “hope.” These are expectations based on the truth—the truth that comes from God.
During a two-week period, four of our church families received similar news about relatives of approximately the same age: an elderly parent had inoperable lung cancer. The diagnosis was “oat cell carcinoma,” and it was spreading rapidly.
The prognosis was the same for all: possibly three months to live.
Three of the families were praying “healing” and “life.” The other…well, I’ll let her tell you herself:
The surgeon thought perhaps my mother would have three months. We began to ask our Father what we could pray for her. Our pastor had taught us that all prayer begins in the heart of the Father. Find out what is being done in heaven and pray for that on earth—get in agreement with the Father.
But there was only silence. I received no answer. Words cannot describe the desolation, blackness and pain I felt. The child-heart within me said to beg and plead for healing.
After about three weeks the Lord said, My child, pray that her body will receive the chemotherapy and radiation treatments.
More time went by.
Then God said, I have a high purpose in all of this. If I wanted her death, I could take her instantaneously in any one of a thousand ways. I’m going to do a mighty work.
And He did. Mother lived for eighteen months—not well, but courageously.
Tears come to my eyes and heart when I think of the gold mine those months were for me and all our family. We were all radically changed in that crucible. We had the opportunity to close Mother’s house for her last six months and nurse her around the clock at the end.
Because of the Lord’s insight, His truth, we were not overcome by presumptions or false expectations.
The outward appearance was death. But God had planned a time of inner healing and rebuilding relationships for this woman and her family. A higher purpose. A lasting work for eternity. Not patching up this “tent,” but a new creation!
For the other three families, too, the apparent expectation was death. But they didn’t have the right kind of fellowship with the Lord. When death came, they were overwhelmed for a long period of time.
Nothing is more harmful than false expectations, those that can never be fulfilled. But when we reason on the basis of false data or untruth, we come up with many false expectations, erroneous assumptions, unrealistic anticipations. Of course, we don’t know that this is so until we discover that things have not worked out. Then we become filled with anger. Or disappointment. Or fear. Or hopelessness.
The natural tendency is to assume that someone else failed or is to blame. Then we become bitter. It never seems to occur to most of us that often the reason for “failure” is having faulty reasoning based on false and erroneous facts.
Sometimes a couple enters marriage with the unrealistic expectation that marriage will solve all their problems and that they will now find the “happiness” that so far has escaped them. It never seems to occur to them that often their original reasoning is incorrect, since it is based on false and erroneous facts, and is the cause for failure.
At our daughter’s wedding the following was printed on the program:
We are constantly tempted to want more from people than they can give.
If we relate to them with the supposition that they are able to fulfill our deepest needs, we will find ourselves increasingly frustrated.
If we expect a friend or lover to be able to take away our deepest pain, and expect from him or her something that cannot be given by human beings, we will be quickly disillusioned.
Wrong Interpretations
How many times have you been misunderstood? Your words, your actions or your lack of response were falsely interpreted by someone close to you. Remember how it hurt, or hurts even now?
Through reasoning, we arrive at certain interpretations of what we think we know and perceive. Sometimes these interpretations are not sound or accurate because the information we based them on is incorrect. Since we do not recognize our information as wrong, we are sure we are right in our understanding of the matter. It’s obvious to us.
Let us look at two biblical examples. The first shows interpretation through reasoning used wrongly. We see this in Mark 2:1–12: When Jesus was getting ready to heal a paralytic, He declared, “Son, your sins are forgiven” (verse 5).
Scripture then records,
But some of the scribes were sitting there and reasoning in their hearts, “Why does this man speak that way? He is blaspheming; who can forgive sins but God alone?” Immediately Jesus, aware in His spirit that they were reasoning that way within themselves, said to them, “Why are you reasoning about these things in your hearts?”
MARK 2:6–8
The scribes’ conclusion was wrong because one of their facts was wrong. They did not recognize that Jesus was God and therefore had the right to forgive sin.
The second example shows proper use of reasoning and interpretation. In Romans 4:17–21, we read that Abraham reasoned that no matter what the other facts in the situation were, he and Sarah would have a child because God said so. This is good reasoning (see Hebrews 11:11). Paul tells us in this passage,
(As it is written, “A father of many nations have I made you [Abraham]”) in the presence of Him whom he believed, even God, who gives life to the dead and calls into being that which does not exist. In hope against hope he believed, so that he might become a father of many nations according to that which had been spoken, “So shall your descendants be.” Without becoming weak in faith he contemplated his own body, now as good as dead since he was about a hundred years old, and the deadness of Sarah’s womb; yet, with respect to the promise of God, he did not waver in unbelief but grew strong in faith, giving glory to God, and being fully assured that what God had promised, He was able also to perform.
ROMANS 4:17–21
If we were to write that equation out in a mathematical formula, it would look like this:
In this, and so many other of life’s equations, the positive factor of God’s truth and promises cancels out the negative elements and brings a correct interpretation to our reasoning.
Incorrect Conclusions
We have no control over how we feel or how we act—our attitudes and actions—except as they are determined by our thoughts. All these elements are irrevocably tied together.
But since we do have control over what we think, it is possible to control our attitudes and actions. Reasoning often leads us to incorrect conclusions, but if we can think true thoughts, our attitudes and actions will be right. And it is in “thinking God’s thoughts with Him” that we are able to come to the correct conclusions and actions.
We will discover how this is done in the next chapter as we look into the process of meditation.
How blessed is the man who does not walk
in the counsel of the wicked,
nor stand in the path of sinners,
nor sit in the seat of scoffers!
But his delight is in the law of the LORD,
and in His law he meditates day and night.
PSALM 1:1–2
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THE PROCESS OF MEDITATION
Since this is a technical chapter—one designed to show you “how to”—it seems best to start with some definitions.
Meditation
is listening to God.
is thinking His thoughts with Him.
is the finding of His will and viewpoint.
is the discovering of truth.
is giving God a chance to speak.
Truth
is the reality that lies behind appearance.
Appearance
is a sensory impression or an aspect of a thing that we perceive with our senses.
A process
is a method of doing something to arrive at a particular result or end; in this case, listening to what God has to say.
A habit
is a process that has been consciously and regularly repeated.
is something we then do naturally and spontaneously without much conscious effort.
The Christian life is a life of doing God’s will under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
The child of God is forever facing a multitude of decisions—mostly small, but sometimes of very great importance. Thus, to make decisions and live in God’s will, the child of God must have a simple method of finding out and knowing God’s will, of thinking God’s thoughts with Him.
This is what we have defined as “meditation”—thinking God’s thoughts with Him—but it cannot be understood by merely looking at the idea. Meditation has to be experienced by a person seeking to know God. It is a process consciously and consistently repeated until it becomes a habit. And the habit of meditation is essential to Christian living.
UNDERSTANDING THE PROCESS OF MEDITATION
We saw in the last chapter that what we feel and do is determined by what we think. We are now going to examine the process whereby we can know God’s thoughts on a given matter—so that we can do what He wants us to do. Understanding our thought life helps us understand the process of meditation, which begins when our attention is focused on a problem, person or condition.
Sometimes we choose what we are going to think about, what we will focus our attention on—watching a certain TV program, reading our Bible or writing to a friend.
Other times we are forced by the circumstances of life to think about certain things, and the focus of our thoughts is usually not one that we would have chosen for ourselves. Our attention is drawn and held by the situation at hand—a rebellious child, an angry boss or a bounced check.
However they come to us, the thoughts in our minds affect the way we live. They come from one of three places:
How can we determine whether these thoughts are true or false? How can we find the truth?
Here is a process that I pray will become a lifestyle for you, as it has for me. To help you understand the process you go through in meditation, let us set up a situation that might occur in real life, observe it and then interpret it. We will stop at each point to explain what we are doing.
Step 1: The Object of Your Attention (the Fact/Situation That Focuses Your Mind)
Meditation begins with what you are currently thinking about, whatever focuses your mind, the “object of your attention” at the moment.
For our hypothetical situation, we will create a scenario in which your teenage daughter comes home two hours late. She was told to be in at midnight, but it is now 2:00 A.M. You have waited up for her, worrying about her. She becomes the “object of your attention” (Step 1).
There are some important facts we must observe about any “object of attention.”
1. We have a very limited view of any situation. Regardless of how experienced or mature we may be, we “see” only the outward appearance. This is a sensory view, only what we perceive through our biological senses. It is not the whole picture.
Let us look at a biblical example. When God sent Samuel to anoint a king for Israel to replace Saul, He instructed Samuel not to consider physical appearance (for Saul was both tall and handsome, but he had sinned and been rejected): “God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).
God not only looks at the heart of a man, He sees beneath the outward appearance of circumstances and situation, as well. Jesus said, “Do not judge according to appearance, but judge with righteous judgment” (John 7:24).
Trying to help the Corinthians understand that the outward view is not always God’s perspective, Paul writes, “We look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen…” (2 Corinthians 4:18).
2. We are not able to properly interpret the situation. Since our facts are obtained from our sensory view (what we see and hear and feel), the whole truth is simply not available to us.
In addition, we have the problem that the devil, the deceiver, is waiting to mislead and delude us. He takes our sensory perceptions and twists them to his purposes through our thought life. God tells us through John, “The great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him” (Revelation 12:9; see Revelation 20:2–3).
3. We have a loving heavenly Father who has promised to lead us into “all truth.” That truth is the reality that lies behind appearances. In spite of our sensory or human shortcomings, meditation is possible because you and I as individuals hold certain fundamental beliefs built on Scripture. We also have the experience of obedience to God, and we have His Spirit of truth.
We have a loving heavenly Father who wants the very best for us, even as we do for our children. He wants to communicate with us and wants us to come to Him. Our heavenly Father knows the truth about the “object of your attention.” He has complete insight into the matter. He knows all about it, and what He knows is truth.
Jesus tells us, “But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come” (John 16:13).
Step 1 in the meditation process, then, involves focusing on the “object of your attention”—remembering that truth is the reality that lies beyond appearance.
Step 2A: The Reasoning in Your Mind and the Actions That Result
In our hypothetical situation, when the teenager comes in late, she appears to be okay. (If she were not, Step 2 would obviously be different.)
If you move from Step 1 to Step 2A after meeting her at the door, once you are assured she is okay, your anxiety turns to anger, frustration and worry. You interpret your observation of her disobedient lateness by reasoning in your mind:
What will she do next?
Will she get pregnant, like Jane down the street?
There is just no hope for her! This is the tenth time she’s played a trick like this.
I am a failure as a parent.
Your feelings of anger, frustration and worry cause you to overreact, and you (1) falsely accuse the teenager, often making exaggerated statements; (2) punish inappropriately (too much, too late); (3) condemn yourself; (4) lose your cool (get angry); and/or (5) fight.
What alternative is there to these actions? The alternative is Step 2B. Instead of taking Step 2A (reasoning in your mind on the facts as you see them), you can move directly from Step 1 to Step 2B.
Step 2B: You Turn to God and Ask Him for Truth
If you choose Step 2B, you have begun the meditation process. This is where you get God’s point of view, His input, His truth, His love and care.
Meditation involves coming to our heavenly Father and our Lord Jesus to receive their outlook, their input and their guidance on the matter at hand. Our confidence in asking God for His truth is based on Scriptures that are full of invitations to come to Him for guidance, for help and encouragement. He has given us exhortations, commands, promises and examples in a great multitude of these Scriptures, including Matthew 7:7–8; 2 Corinthians 1:3–4; Hebrews 4:15–16; James 1:5; 1 Peter 5:7.
Step 3: You Stop Your Way of Thinking and Listen to (Hear) God’s Truth
This step involves allowing God to speak to us and then reasoning on the basis of what He says. We stop our own way of thinking. We ask God what is the reality that lies behind the appearance.
In our hypothetical situation, God might say to you, Your daughter is unsure of herself and is trying to be accepted by her friends.
God then would give you steps to take to build her confidence. Spend more time with her, He might begin. Take her to lunch. Another time He might suggest, Do things she enjoys doing. Love her and show her that God loves her. You then give her a foundation of love with which she can face the world.
Meditation continues as we listen to everything God has to say. He says it in our minds (thoughts), since the Holy Spirit lives inside of us to guide us into all truth. We learn to stop our train of thought—our way of thinking—and find out from God what we should do to handle any situation redemptively. Then listening to what He says becomes habitual.
Step 4: Your Response: The Actions That Follow the Revelation of His Truth
Meditation so far has involved facing a situation/person (Step 1), asking our heavenly Father for insight and truth (Step 2B) and stopping your way of thinking to listen to God’s truth (Step 3). Now comes that very important next step: your response to God’s insight and truth. You must give the appropriate response to what God says. It is not enough to hear Him. You must respond in an appropriate way.
It is automatic in human thinking to reason out the things we observe. How we interpret these situations is the secret ingredient. As we have seen, there is a wrong way and there is the right way—God’s way. Look again at the four steps in the process of meditation:
STEP 1 | Focusing our minds on a fact/situation |
STEP 2 | Not trying to reason it out by ourselves (as in Step 2A), nor acting according to our own thought processes, but asking our heavenly Father and our Lord Jesus for insight and truth |
STEP 3 | Hearing His truth |
STEP 4 | Responding to what God has shown us |
Remember, our confidence in asking God for His truth is based on Scriptures that are full of invitations to come to Him for guidance, help and encouragement. We have looked together at some of the exhortations, commands, promises and examples He has given us. There are many more.
Let us consider again these three important facts:
Looking objectively at our hypothetical situation, we realize how important it is to use the right reasoning process. There are scriptural truths that can help us, truths we need to recognize. The apostle Paul writes,
Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them.…
1 CORINTHIANS 2:12–14
THE REALITY OF MEDITATION
Faced with some situation, asking for insight and truth from God—and getting it? Yes, this is what He has promised His children.
We looked at a simple hypothetical situation to enable us to understand the principles of meditation. (It is very similar to something that really happened in one family in my church.) We will now examine some real-life situations, applying the four steps of meditation to their resolution.
Situation A: The “Rebellious” Teenager
Step 1: The Object of Their Attention (the Fact/Situation That Focused Their Minds)
A couple’s sixteen-year-old daughter—we’ll call her Mary—was giving her family fits. The parents would give Mary permission to go to the mall or a fast-food place. Later they would find out that she had gone other places—not bad places, just places that they had not actually given her permission to visit. They were concerned parents.
Step 2A: The Reasonings in Their Minds and the Actions That Resulted
The parents accused Mary of being rebellious and “grounded” her for a month. Mary couldn’t understand why they were accusing and punishing her, when she had done nothing wrong. She became resentful. A real problem was developing in this family, but finally Mary’s parents realized there was a better way.…
Step 2B: The Parents Asked the Lord for Truth and Help
Step 3: They Stopped Their Way of Thinking and Listened to (Heard) God’s Truth
In a flash of insight, God revealed the problem to these parents. The Lord said that in their reasoning they were wrongly interpreting all the symptoms as “rebellion.” So they were treating everything their daughter did as rebellion.
The Lord said that Mary was not rebellious, but she had not been properly trained. During her childhood, Mary had trooped from house to house with her neighborhood friends. Since her parents knew she was safe then, they never requested that, for her own safety, she check in with them before going from one place to another.
Later on, when Mary got her driver’s license, she began to learn that her parents had additional expectations with her new freedom. But she didn’t understand that her much greater mobility really added a drastic new dimension to the requirement that she check in with her parents about her movements.
Warning: If we do not turn to the Lord for help, we are in danger of receiving information from one or two other places:
Since our Father has promised to answer, we can by faith expect an answer. We will receive it. He loves us too much to ignore us, and He is faithful to His promise that He will answer. The answer might not be what we expect to hear or what we want to hear, but He will answer.
Step 4: Their Response: The Actions That Followed the Revelation of His Truth
After Mary’s parents heard from the Lord, they talked with her, explaining how they knew from God’s revelation that she was not rebellious. Tears coursed down Mary’s cheeks as she was freed from false condemnation and guilt.
Her parents explained the new rules and the reasons behind them. They asked her cooperation and got it. The problem was solved.
This last step—response to God’s revelation of truth—is vital in the meditation and listening process. We must respond to God in an appropriate way. Our response is our faith walk. We are walking by what He says, rather than by how we interpret what we see or perceive with our senses.
Conclusion: Looking back, we can see how a normally obedient child was being made into a rebel because of the misinterpretation of the situation by her parents.
Situation B: The “Self-Willed” Child
To help you understand more clearly, let us walk together through another real-life situation. This time, the scenario involves my own daughter. With Susan’s permission, my wife, Johnnie, tells the story.
Step 1: The Object of Johnnie’s Attention
Though Susan was still in junior high school, her weight had blossomed out of control. She didn’t fit my idea of what a young lady should look like.
I’d tried so hard to train her to be neat and feminine. I’d remind her to keep her notebooks straight, take better care of her clothes and hair and cut down on her eating. But nothing seemed to work. Susan gave us the impression she didn’t care what people thought about her.
Step 2A: The Reasoning in Johnnie’s Mind and the Actions That Resulted
But I cared. I cared deeply. And I didn’t know what to do. I wondered how I should pray for Susan. Should I ask God to remove her strong self-will?
Step 2B: Johnnie Asked the Lord for Truth and Help
I went before the Lord. I asked Him to show me what was wrong with Susan.
Step 3: Johnnie Stopped Her Way of Thinking and Listened to (Heard) God’s Truth
As I prayed, God showed me the problem with Susan was, first of all, myself. I had too much pride about what other people thought when they saw Susan. And pride is sin. He also wanted me to stop correcting Susan with a critical spirit, calling it “my duty to train her.”
Once again, I surrendered Susan to the Lord that afternoon. Lord, I prayed, she’s Yours. I’ll get out of the way and let You work. Now, please show me how to pray for her.
The Lord seemed to say to me, Johnnie, if you’ll let Me, I’ll show you why Susan is acting this way. You aren’t seeing into the windows of her heart, Johnnie.
I knew I was reacting to what Susan was doing, but I hadn’t thought about why she was doing it. I spent a lot of time in prayer about Susan over those next few days.
One morning, the Lord showed me that Susan didn’t think we loved her as much as we did Richard, her older brother. That seemed absurd to me. It isn’t true, Lord, I argued. You know Peter and I love Susan as much as we love Richard!
So very gently the Lord answered, Yes, I know. But Susan doesn’t know it.
Now I could understand why she was creating problems at school and at home. Unconsciously clamoring for attention, Susan just didn’t believe we loved her as much as we loved her happy-go-lucky brother, Richard, who was just thirteen months older than she. Of course we loved her as much! But if she didn’t think so, we had a real problem.
After I got over that low blow, I really began to pray. I asked God to show me specific ways I could communicate love to Susan. I also asked Him to teach Susan how to respond to love. I realized this would have to be a two-way affair.
During my early-morning prayer time, it seemed as though the Lord was dropping little thoughts to me on how to love Susan: Don’t go grocery shopping until Susan comes in from school so she can go with you. Don’t buy any more clothes for Susan until she can help select them. Let Susan help you cook supper tonight, choosing her favorite foods.
They seemed to be such insignificant things to do!
Step 4: Johnnie’s Response: The Actions That Followed the Revelation of His Truth
I completely rearranged my schedule to be available to do things with Susan and for her. At first she was suspicious. But, as I continued, there was a softening in Susan.
God had been true to His word. He had let me look intently through the window of her heart and see what the root of Susan’s problem was. I saw that He didn’t take away her self-will; He just converted it into what He had put it there for in the first place.
As a family we thank the Lord for what Johnnie and Susan learned through that experience. And I trust it will be helpful to you, too, as you relate to your family and friends.
Situation C: Quiet Time and Reading Scripture
Now let me show you how the four steps of the meditation process can work in your daily quiet time by sharing a page from my own.
Step 1: The Object of My Attention
In this case, it was Hebrews 1:13 that focused my mind: “But to which of the angels has He ever said, ‘Sit at My right hand, until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet’?”
Step 2A: The Reasonings in My Mind and the Actions That Resulted
I said to myself, I can’t understand what this verse has to do with me—today. I don’t even know why it is in the Bible, except as it has to do with Jesus—and that’s a long way in the future. I think I’ll skip it.
But I didn’t skip it. I asked the Lord about it instead.…
Step 2B: I Asked the Lord for Truth and Help
My prayer was, Lord, would You mind explaining the relevance of this to me for my life now?
Step 3: I Listened to (Heard) His Truth
This is the answer God gave me on May 19, 1986, about that Scripture:
Peter, My Son, Jesus, is seated at My right hand, and you are raised up and seated with Him [see Ephesians 2:6]. You have the privilege of sitting there with Us [see 1 John 1:3]. This is where your heart needs to be continually—seated in fellowship with Me.
Your trouble is that you are running around trying to take care of your troubles, your “enemies,” and I have to use My right hand to get you to sit down.
If you would sit and fellowship with Us, you would set My right hand free to make your enemies your footstool. Come, My son, sit and fellowship with Us, and We will take care of your enemies. Notice, you have not done too well at doing it yourself!
Step 4: My Response to His Truth
My part in “thinking God’s thoughts” is responding now: Lord, please forgive me for my impatience and self-sufficiency. Teach me to sit in confidence at Your right hand, knowing that You will make my enemies—my troubles—my footstool.
MAKING THESE EXPERIENCES YOURS
Such real-life experiences of others are good for them and even may be exciting. But each of us wants to know how to make these experiences our own.
How do you know God’s voice? How can you tell what thoughts are from yourself, from the devil or from God?
You know God’s voice because you know God. You know how He acts, how He thinks, what He wants. You recognize His voice because you know Him, and you remember that when Jesus described the shepherd, He said, “And the sheep follow him because they know his voice.” Then He referred to Himself: “I am the good shepherd, and I know My own and My own know Me” (John 10:4, 14).
We have looked at the four ways to recognize God’s voice: by the approach He makes, by the relevance of what He says, by the content of what He says and by the results His words produce in us.
This is what meditation is all about.
My prayer is that soon—today!—you will begin to put the four steps of meditation into practice and that you will begin to know God better.
But I am afraid that,
as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness,
your minds will be led astray from
the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.
2 CORINTHIANS 11:3
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THE DANGERS IN MEDITATION
There are dangers—in fact, grave dangers—in meditation. The tremendous positive possibilities of life resulting from a continuing encounter with our living Lord can be threatened by the great negative possibilities of deception.
Paul alerts us that Satan disguises himself as an angel of light (see 2 Corinthians 11:14).
John the Beloved forewarns all generations of believers, “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1).
Explaining how to do this “testing,” John says,
By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God; and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God; this is the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming.
1 JOHN 4:2–3
John further narrows the “test.” What he says next would sound super-egotistical if his words were not divinely inspired: “We are from God; he who knows God listens to us; he who is not from God does not listen to us. By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error” (1 John 4:6).
Although the dangers are great, Paul doesn’t want us to be scaredy-cats. “God has not given us a spirit of timidity,” he reminds Timothy, “but of power and love and discipline” (2 Timothy 1:7). Just before he finishes his letter to the Ephesian church, Paul admonishes,
Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might. Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places. Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm.
EPHESIANS 6:10–13
SEEKING “TO USE” GOD
The primary function of meditation is to have fellowship with God. Never forget this, and never get far from it. But the plan of the enemy and the tendency of unregenerate flesh is to “use” God:
for ego exaltation
for successful ministry
for personal gain
for one’s own ends
We would rather “use God” than be used of God for His created and redemptive purpose: to have fellowship with us. Out of that fellowship we glorify Him on earth.
How to Avoid This Danger
If God gave you nothing but Himself, would you be satisfied? The answer reveals whether you are loving God for Himself or for what you hope He will do for you.
When you find yourself no longer just enjoying the presence of God,
When you find your prayers are limited to asking for things for yourself,
When you are in a hurry to get answers for your needs,
When Christian ministry becomes the all-important thing in your life,
Then there is the subtle danger that you are using God for your ends.
To put it simply, when you are no longer enjoying God for Himself, then you are missing the primary function of meditation.
OPERATING OUTSIDE OF BIBLICAL REVELATION
The Bible contains a record of God and His dealings with man. In it there is a clear revelation of God, His character, His ways, His will and His commands. God’s principles are consistently portrayed and clearly spelled out: We must forgive as we have been forgiven. We must love our enemies and not seek revenge. It is wrong to steal. It is wrong to judge others.
The Holy Spirit will never guide us to do things that are outside the boundary lines of biblical revelation: things inconsistent with the character of God; things divergent to His ordained ways; things inconsistent with His explicit command.
For example, Scripture clearly teaches that it is not our business to judge others. Jesus said, “Do not judge so that you will not be judged” (Matthew 7:1). Paul, writing to the Romans, admonishes, “Therefore let us not judge one another anymore, but rather determine this—not to put an obstacle or a stumbling block in a brother’s way” (Romans 14:13). This does not mean that we have to be naive. Rather, it means that we are not to pass judgment: to declare others guilty and proceed to punish them in some form.
It is common among Christians to judge others because of some perceived or actual doctrinal deviation. This is the way it is usually done:
The Holy Spirit will never lead us to judge another person—not even for the “good” reason of getting others to pray about it. The evil one can make the procedure seem so right, even spiritual. He will supply abundant rational justification. Satan is a wily, professional debater and can easily convince us that the end justifies the means. We in our own strength could be overwhelmed quickly by his tactics.
If we know Scripture, we will immediately know that Satan’s voice is not our shepherd’s voice. It is abundantly clear that the God who says, “Do not judge,” will not lead us to do so.
How to Avoid This Danger
GAINING KNOWLEDGE WITHOUT APPLICATION
One of the strongest statements in Scripture about this danger was penned by the apostle Paul to the Corinthians: “Knowledge makes arrogant, but love edifies” (1 Corinthians 8:1).
As surely as Satan tempted Eve to eat of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, so he also tempts us. We are in great danger of substituting knowledge for love. Love is obeying our Father’s commands (see John 14:15). Whenever we obey Him, we are edified. We are built up. By our own experience we know the truth. Knowledge is knowing facts. Knowledge tends to make us proud; often it is the substitute for obedience.
An example of this danger might be the believer who knows that marriage relationships are under direct attack today. Satan’s approach could well be to read another book, listen to another tape, attend another conference, learn how to be a better partner or parent.
Our Lord’s approach will always be to “flesh out” what we already know, what He has shown us in the past. Many times we do not need to know anything more; we need to put into practice what we already know. James warns us, “To one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it, to him it is sin” (James 4:17). This concept can be humbling, but it is God’s way and leads to victory.
How to Avoid This Danger
Be more concerned about personal obedience than about knowledge. Keep asking Him, “Lord, is my obedience up-to-date?”
HEARING GOD FOR OTHERS
As one listens to the Lord and gains confidence through experienced communication with Him, it is easy to become overconfident. It is at this point that the enemy begins to slip in words about “God’s will” for other people.
The “God told me to tell you…” syndrome has done more damage than can be described here. Of course, the enemy will let it work some of the time, but usually he is setting up both you and the other party for a big fall. Both parties are usually hurt. But the worst damage is the discredit to the name of God and the resultant suspicion with which communion with God is regarded. Those who declare God does speak to man are considered religious freaks.
Great damage has been done when one “hears from God” in these areas:
Physical illness and getting well
God’s will for others: for their lives, their business, their personal lives
How others ought to act and things they “ought to” give up
The sins of other people
It is not that God never speaks about such matters. It is that we as His children must be extremely careful, realizing how many times Satan has been able to discredit our Lord through our well-meaning interference in others’ lives.
Here is only one example of this danger. A pastor and his wife had a critically sick child. They requested the prayers of people, several of whom were well known. Over and over again they were assured that the Lord had said the child would be healed. But the child died in his mother’s arms at a prayer meeting. I do not need to tell of the devastation done by such false hope.
How to Avoid This Danger
“I really do not know. Why don’t you ask the Lord?” I answered, deliberately pushing him into the Lord, because I want to teach him dependence on the Lord. Obviously, I will not always be around, but the Lord will. I am not always right, but the Lord is.
The revelation is made to us not through the acuteness of our minds, but by the direct penetration of the Spirit of God.
One of the subtlest burdens God ever puts on us as saints is this burden of discernment concerning other souls. He reveals things in order that we may take the burden of these souls before Him and form the mind of Christ about them, and as we intercede on His line, God says He will give us “life for them that sin not unto death.”[1]
We can always pray for those God brings to our minds, but we need to be careful about speaking “His word” to them.
HEARING GOD IN BIG THINGS
“Big things” are those that involve other people: their resources of time, talents and money. Unfortunately, too many saints spend their energies on dead works, projects that do not build up the Kingdom of God.
These projects are usually started by strong leaders who get “a word from God” for a large group of people who never question God for themselves but take for granted the “word” was from God.
For example, our church has two Sunday morning services. It would be nice to hold only one. To do so, we would have to build a much larger auditorium at a great cost. On the basis of a word from God to me alone, I would be careful about building a larger auditorium. Caution here would mean that many other leaders in our fellowship would hear the same word from God on this matter.
How to Avoid This Danger
TRANSFERRING YOUR GUIDANCE TO OTHERS
When God leads an individual into some pattern of behavior, prohibition or call of ministry, it is unwise (and wrong) for him or her to assume that God wants everyone around to do exactly the same thing.
There are factors in God’s revelation that are dependent on an individual’s maturity, his or her spiritual gifting, God’s special calling, God’s tests. Since God makes each of us unique, His revelation to us will most likely be different from His revelation to other persons.
But where God guides, God blesses—and it is easy for any of us to think God wants the same thing for others.
For example, God leads a person to stop smoking. When God leads, He helps. And so the individual is able to stop. Victory!
When we gain victory in any area, we talk about it, testify to it. We easily attach to that testimony something like this: “Everybody can do it—and everybody ought to do it now! I quit smoking and you can, too. God will help you.”
We forget that we were able to quit because God guided us to do so, because He answered and helped. We forget that our liberty can be bondage to other people and bring them into condemnation, unless God speaks to them, too.
How to Avoid This Danger
ASSUMING EVERY INSTRUCTION IS FINAL
We jokingly say that “eternal life” is anything that is started in a Baptist church—meaning that once a thing is started, it never can be stopped because we assume God wants it forever. This is an insidious danger.
When God instructs us to do something, we shouldn’t assume that we must do it forever. If we aren’t listening when He says to change course, we’ll keep operating on old instructions even when the “life” and energy has departed.
We pass through many phases of life and service in our spiritual growth. God sometimes speaks to us about patterns of behavior, types of ministry or modes of operation that are peculiarly fitted to our circumstances at that particular moment. The way He deals with spiritual babies isn’t the same way He deals with those who are mature in their faith.
Of course, when we obey we are blessed. But we must remember that blessings come because of obedience and not because of a particular procedure or behavior. But one of the subtle plans of the enemy is to get us to associate blessings with behavior and patterns of behavior rather than obedience to God.
My experience with our Lord is that when I begin to associate blessings with behavior rather than with Him, He ceases to bless that behavior. Then I come back and discover that He, and not my behavior, is the source of all blessings.
As we mature the Lord Jesus moves us to new levels of behavior, new ways of doing things in a more mature way. The way I conduct my personal devotions, for example, has changed many times over the years. At each level my devotional format was enriching and I felt blessed. I was tempted to stay in that familiar pattern. Often to get my attention, our Lord would dry up that well and move me into a different way of fellowship with Him.
When I followed a new pattern, many things changed: the length of time, the procedure followed, the emphasis given. My latest encounter has been about “beholding the Lord.” This pattern has less Scripture, less asking; more listening, more worship.
How to Avoid This Danger
NEGLECTING GOD’S ORDAINED AUTHORITY
It is obvious that God has chosen certain channels of authority in various areas of life. In the home, the channel is the parents. In society, it is government officials. At work, it is the boss. In the church, it is the leaders.
Part of our nature rebels at authority. One of the evidences of sin is that every man does what is right in his own eyes (see Deuteronomy 12:8). “All of us like sheep have gone astray,” says Isaiah. “Each of us has turned to his own way” (Isaiah 53:6). Our own way may be good or bad—but it is our own! And each of us is determined to have “my own way.”
One of the ways God protects us (and therefore speaks to us) is through channels of authority. To neglect to consult authorities, to hear from them, to seek their advice, is dangerous. Paul calls authorities “a minister of God to you for good” (Romans 13:4).
How to Avoid This Danger
BEING TOO DOGMATIC
Satan greatly encourages one of our tendencies. Having heard from our Lord and seeing His message work out, we become dogmatic. Sometimes that assurance pushes us to the place of dogmatism, expressed not only in what we say but in how we say it. “God told me—and no matter what you or anybody else says, I know I am right!”
When we need to share what God has told us, it should be done with humility and caution, with this kind of attitude: “I believe the Lord Jesus is asking me to share this with you. I hope you will pray about it and see if you get a message that agrees with this.”
There is an unpretentiousness to this attitude, room for the possibility of error, coupled with caution and humility. May God help us to “have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5).
How to Avoid This Danger
At the beginning of this chapter I warned about the dangers in meditation. If there were a way to install a flashing red light here, I would do so. To enter the spiritual world without understanding the inherent dangers present there could lead to confusion, disillusionment and even destruction. It is imperative that you read and heed these warnings in your pilgrimage to the inner world of meditation.
However, fear of the dangers should not keep us from this inner journey. Rather, since so many Christians have experienced these dangers, we should be cautious “so that no advantage would be taken of us by Satan, for we are not ignorant of his schemes” (2 Corinthians 2:11).
Morton Kelsey explains:
There is only one thing more dangerous than entering upon this way [of meditation], and that is not entering it.…If you do not get into the battle yourself and try to stay in touch with the forces of light you become a blind target.[2]
Let me encourage you with the tremendous positive possibilities of life in a continuing encounter with our living Lord!
So then faith comes by hearing,
and hearing by the word of God.
ROMANS 10:17, NKJV
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HEARING GOD IN SCRIPTURE READING
The best and easiest place to fellowship with God is in Scripture.
PSALM 60:8
For years it has been my practice to read through the book of Psalms every month. Inevitably, when I came to Psalm 60, I would skip verse 8: “Moab is my washpot” (KJV). Since the same words also appear in Psalm 108:9, I skipped the passage at least 24 times a year.
I had never heard a sermon on it. Never seen it on a Scripture plaque. Never learned it in any Scripture memory system. But it was important enough for God to include twice in the psalms!
Have you noticed this verse before? Do you know what it means?
One day in my fellowship time with God, I came to this verse and, as usual, started to skip over it.
God said, Stop, Peter! Get your Bible dictionary and look up “Moab.” There I discovered that the Moabites were Israel’s wicked relatives who lived right next door!
Then the Lord Jesus Christ said to me, The meaning of this Scripture is this: When my people Israel got dirty, I used their wicked relatives as a “washpot” to clean them up.
It was interesting to discover the meaning of this verse, but it seemed totally irrelevant to my own life.
Lord, I asked, what does a 2,700-year-old Scripture about Israel and Moab have to do with me?
Then the Lord said, Now here is the interpretation for you, Peter. You have been praying for Me to change your son John. Every day you give Me a list of the things you want Me to do in him. Now you need to see this from My perspective. You need to understand what I want and what I am doing. I am using the behavior of your child to speak to you, to get your attention. I want to clean you up.
The focus of my prayers changed after hearing God’s words on this Scripture. I began to ask God to do His work in me, to clean me up—instead of asking Him to change John. And oh! The living lessons God is working in me through this child!
You see how vastly different meditating on Scripture is from studying Scripture! Both are important, and the sincere, earnest Christian cannot afford to neglect either.
PSALM 118:25
On another occasion, the Holy Spirit stopped me at Psalm 118:25: “O LORD, do save, we beseech You…do send prosperity!”
Do you want prosperity, He asked me, from My point of view and by My standards of evaluation or from yours? Do you want prosperity based on time and materialism or on eternity and eternal values?
After giving me time to consider His question, the Lord continued, My child, do you know how I would answer such a prayer from My point of view? Suppose, to give My kind of prosperity, I had to take away the world’s kind of prosperity—would you still want it?
To the people of this world, prosperity is almost always money and the things it can buy. Having those things that make life easier, more comfortable, more enjoyable and more useful. In My world, the Kingdom of heaven on earth, it is far different.
Prosperity, God said to me, is a pure heart. It’s a seeing eye for spiritual things. A listening ear. A strong faith. Full love. A real hope. Above all, prosperity means a genuine fellowship with Me. It means really helping others to come to Me and trust Me.
Do you still want to pray this prayer? God asked.
I was silent, thinking over what God had said. I questioned my own fearful heart. And my gracious, all-knowing God spoke again.
Oh, yes, He said, I will give you what you need to survive in this world. But for you—and for most of My people—it means not being wealthy. You cannot and will not be wealthy or successful in the eyes of this world. Well, Peter? Still want to pray this prayer?
NOW, WHAT ABOUT YOU?
If you have never read Scripture while letting the Holy Spirit teach you as you read, you are in for the greatest and most profitable time of your life.
At best, all commentaries and devotional books are second best. They are what God said to somebody else. They are good and profitable, but they are in no way to be compared with what He says to you personally.
Let us look at what will happen when you let God teach you. He will make Scripture come alive as He interprets it, as He applies it, as He makes it relevant to where you are right now. You will experience revelation (God will tell you about Himself), interpretation (what Scripture really means) and application (how Scripture is relevant in your life right now).
Revealing the Truth
The disciples were discussing rather generally what the people were saying about Jesus when He made it personal: “But who do you say that I am?” (Matthew 16:15).
Jesus’ question was answered by Simon Peter: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (verse 16).
To this Jesus said, “Flesh and blood [people] did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven”! (verse 17).
Revelation occurs when our God reveals Himself to us so that we, too, can say, “I know whom I have believed and I am convinced that He is able to guard what I have entrusted to Him until that day” (2 Timothy 1:12). There is nothing more important in your Christian walk than your personal knowledge and understanding of God.
If I’m trying to please God, I will do whatever I think He likes. Does God like apple pie? If I think He does, I will make apple pies for Him!
I will try to find new, exciting recipes to provide variety, attempting to please His taste for apple pie. I will want to become an expert on apple pies, so He and I can converse about them.
I will import apples, do studies on which apples are the best, sweetest, most juicy. I will seek different kinds of flour and other special ingredients, trying to make the best apple pie possible. Wouldn’t you do the same, if you thought God liked apple pie?
Why is it important to know what God likes?
Religion is nothing more than man’s responding to the God he knows or thinks he knows. A wrong God concept brings a wrong response; an inadequate concept of God brings an inadequate response—hence, an inadequate religion.
A maturing concept of God results in a maturing response and thereby a proper response to God. God desires to reveal Himself to us personally, and He will do this as we are able to receive and willing to receive. The greater the knowledge of God, the greater the fellowship.
I have far greater fellowship with my older son than with my younger son, partly because the older son has had more years to know me and therefore is able to respond more appropriately to his knowledge of what I am like. The degree of fellowship is in direct proportion to the amount of personal knowledge one has of the other person—and, of course, to the quality of the relationship, as well.
The Father revealed Himself to me one day when I was meditating on the Holy Spirit’s words in Hebrews 3:10: “They did not know My ways.”
God said, My child, you must get to know My ways. If you only see and experience My works and do not understand My ways, you will act exactly like the children of Israel acted in the wilderness. They wouldn’t trust Me when they didn’t like what I was doing. And they complained and rebelled.
Let Me tell you more about My ways. About the way I work and have decided to do business. My ways are determined by My sovereignty and fatherhood. I am God. I am in charge. I am responsible and I have responsibility. My sovereignty means that I have knowledge and wisdom, and My fatherhood means that I am vitally connected with and care for My children.
I know what’s coming up and how it will affect you and your behavior. So, in My sovereignty and knowledge, I do those things that are best for you. As the knowledgeable Father, I see the future and want you to prepare for it, so I plan My ways according to this.
My sovereignty and fatherhood mean not only knowledge and power but also goodness. I am sovereign in goodness, and My ways are good. “Good” in the ultimate sense of the word, whether or not you can see it from your viewpoint.
Understand, My child, that My ways are determined by My timing and not by your comprehension of time. My ways are sovereignly viewed, from sovereign knowledge, power and goodness. Why would you rebel and refuse when all I have in mind is for your best? Accept My sovereignty, My lordship. Accept My ways.
Another thing about My way, Peter, is that it is the way of praise. If you believe in My sovereign knowledge, power and goodness—really believe this—then you will demonstrate it by praise.
You will praise Me, for you know I am causing all things to work together for good as you walk in My ways. You will praise Me in all things and at all times if you believe in My sovereignty.
As a result of the Father’s communication with me, I could see the inconsistency in my own life.
I answered Him, Lord, I do proclaim that You are sovereign. Altogether wise. Powerful, able to do all. And good, always concerned with our ultimate welfare. And yet, with the same lips, I grumble and complain and express unbelief rather than praise.
Lord, may I be consistent as You said, in all things and at all times, because I believe You and trust You.
On a different morning, during my quiet time, Jesus asked me, How do you know you have My love in you [1 John 2:5]? Do you know how to tell the difference?
We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love abides in death.…
Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.…We have come to know and have believed the love which God has for us. God is love, and the one who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.…
We love, because He first loved us. If someone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. And this commandment we have from Him, that the one who loves God should love his brother also.
1 JOHN 3:14; 4:7, 16, 19–21
Can you now see how God delights in revealing Himself to His children? Has God been revealing Himself to you? Do you know what He is like? Have you found out for yourself?
No guesswork! Give God a chance to tell you Himself what He is like.
Interpreting the Truth
Never have I had a better time than when allowing the Holy Spirit to interpret Scripture to me. Always aware of such personal factors as maturity, need and situation, the Holy Spirit will take Scripture and interpret it for you.
For example, do you find, as you read Scripture, that some parts make no sense to you at all? Do you just skip over them and go on?
Remember the verse about Moab? That’s when I learned not to skip verses I could not understand. Now I ask the Holy Spirit for His interpretation.
Applying the Truth
One of the most exciting things is hearing the Holy Spirit as He provides an application of Scripture for everyday living. When we meditate on Scripture, we allow the Author to become our Explainer, our Interpreter and the One who applies the truth to our lives.
For instance, Christian husbands, myself among them, are often brought up short on reading Ephesians 5:25: “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her.”
We know that no man can actually do what the Scripture says: die for his wife on a cross, as Christ died for the Church.
But it is the principle of loving one’s wife with a deep sacrificial love that is applied in each of our situations by the Holy Spirit, who truly knows the needs of our spouses. He has given me many practical applications:
Take her out to supper tonight.
Give her thirty minutes of undivided attention.
Buy her a special gift.
Wash the dishes for her tonight.
Send her a card.
All of these are practical applications of one Scripture verse. They work—my wife is blessed, and so am I. When we fellowship with the Spirit, Scripture comes alive. Relevant. Exciting. And practical on a day-by-day basis.
Another example is from this well-known Scripture: “I can do all things through Him who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13).
Taken at face value, this Scripture seems untrue. We cannot literally do all things through Christ who strengthens us. If you don’t believe this, go outside and jump over the nearest building.
You can’t, of course, so you will say to me, “That’s not what it means.” And I agree.
But the big question is, what does it mean? What does it mean for me right now? So many times the Holy Spirit has taken this great promise and applied it to a situation.…
One time, I forgot to go to a wedding that I was supposed to conduct for the daughter of a church member and personal friend.
I didn’t really forget. I planned to go at 2:00 P.M., the usual time for weddings in our church. But this wedding was scheduled for 11:00 A.M.! I found out my error at noon, and I wanted to hide or run away.
In this situation, “I can do all things through Him who strengthens me” became “You can go to the reception, Peter, and ask forgiveness.”
My knees were like putty, but God assured me, You have the strength to go, according to My promise in that verse, and the strength to ask forgiveness.
I went, and forgiveness was granted, but only because the Lord gave me strength. Philippians 4:13 came alive to me at 12:30 P.M. on Saturday, September 24, 1986.
There are many more applications of how the Holy Spirit applies Scripture to the “now” part of my life. Scripture is one of the easiest, best, safest, most blessed and most profitable places to hear God speak to you.
How has He applied it to your life?
Lord Jesus, You are the key,
the master key
the master key to life.
You are the key that unlocks doors
unlocks the door into the Father’s presence
unlocks the doors of opportunity
unlocks the doors of relationships.
You are the key that locks doors
You lock the doors of hell for me
You lock the doors of death for me
You lock the doors of protection for me.
Lord Jesus, You said,
“I give you the
keys of the Kingdom of heaven.”
You gave us
Yourself.
You are the key to everything in the Kingdom
You are the key that locks up and unlocks.
Lord Jesus, with You
we want to shut doors—
and they open.
Lord Jesus, with You
we want to open doors—
and they shut.
Lord Jesus, with You
we are safe.
Thank You
for unlocking doors we cannot open.
Thank You
for locking doors we cannot lock.
Thank You
for being the key.
Thank You
for giving us
YOURSELF!
—“BEHOLDING HIM,” PETER M. LORD
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HEARING GOD IN PRAYER LIFE
Prayer is a two-way conversation between God the Father and His children. As such, it is one of the primary sources of fellowship with our Lord, if we but open our hearts to what He has to say. When we hear God in our times of meditation and prayer, there is much we learn about Him and about ourselves.
Carole, a staff member in our church, once shared with me an experience she had while putting into practice what she had been learning about meditation. She had been out by the river early one morning, watching the sun rising above the mists on the water.
Overwhelmed by the beauty around her, Carole had praised the Lord by saying, “Jesus, Your sunrise is so beautiful! I bet You really enjoy painting such a scene. In fact, I bet it’s a real release for You after having to deal with us all day and all night. It must be Your favorite part of the day.”
Carole told me that God had answered her in the secret places of her heart: Yes, Carole, I love sunrises and sunsets, and they are fun to paint; I love to paint them. But, rather than a release, it’s just something I do on the side. My greatest joy is in you. You are much more important than any sunrise or sunset. In fact, I would leave a sunrise unfinished in a moment if you needed help and I were not big enough to do both. But I am big enough, so you need not worry. And even if I were not, you wouldn’t need to worry, because you come first.
Do you think Carole could go out into a day discouraged after hearing this? No, she was excited, exhilarated, joyful in the Lord!
Have you ever wondered why most people pray for only five minutes, repeat everything twice, and then feel like the prayer time lasted for thirty minutes?
Have you ever wondered why so few people spend any time in prayer at all?
Have you ever thought of the fact that most religious schools do not offer a course in prayer? Yet it was the only thing the disciples asked Jesus to teach them, and He did—by example and instruction.
The basic answer to all these questions is that when prayer is a one-way conversation, it is a very dull and boring experience. And that is exactly what prayer is to most people.
Do you talk very long on the telephone when you are not sure there is somebody on the other end? Of course not. You need to hear the other person’s voice to have a meaningful conversation. So, too, is prayer transformed when it moves from a monologue to a dialogue—when you listen to God speak after you have spoken or when you listen to Him speak before you utter a word.
Someone has jokingly said that God gave us two ears and one mouth so we could listen twice as much as we talked. When we learn to listen, prayer is vitalized. It is valuable in our lives, and it becomes very exciting.
ANSWERED PRAYERS
God tells us how to pray so that He can answer that prayer. As the late Adrian Rogers, who had been my good friend since seminary days, once said, “All true prayer begins in heaven. God tells us what He wants us to ask so we can request it of Him and He can do it. Our part is to agree with Him and ask. Then we are to do whatever He says, even if He says to do nothing. That completes the circuit.”
Let us see how all this works in a few practical illustrations from my own life.…
Trading Cars
Once, when Johnnie and I were in prayer, the Lord told us it was time to trade cars. (Yes, He is interested in every detail of life!)
Now, the God who made me knows how ignorant I am about the whole matter of cars. So in prayer He told me, “Ask Irby Moore [a friend and fellow Christian] to buy the car for you. Tell him how much you want to spend and basically what you want to use the car for.”
I obeyed. The results were exciting:
God’s way of getting us a car was such an exciting way! It was a way I never thought of, would not have dreamed of and had never done before. Nor has God led me to do it again.
My friend was blessed by being able to help me. I was blessed because I dislike buying things I know little about. My family was blessed with just the right car.
Most importantly, I learned what a blessing it is to be able to communicate with my Father about all things and to take His advice. I want to do it more and more.
The Lost Wallet
Once while I was on a retreat, I lost my wallet. This is how I entered it in my prayer journal: Lord, I would like to have my wallet back. Is there any way that I can cooperate with You in finding it?
His answer in my mind was No, Peter, you need do nothing except trust Me. I will give your wallet back.
Although it was still lost, in my mind—through faith—I saw myself as having my wallet.
During the next few days, I would occasionally ask Him about it. The answer would be the same. At one time I got impatient with God: I want my wallet back now, Lord. There’s that three-hundred-dollar check in it that someone gave me to get a new suit.
My impatience helped not one bit.
But six weeks later my wallet arrived through the mail 100 percent intact. Praise His name!
Praying for the Family
God also showed me how often we pray out of fear for our families. Then we tell God all He needs to do for them!
One morning when I was praying, the Lord said, Stop. You are praying out of fear. In fact, today you do not need to ask Me anything for your children. I will take care of them.
Another day as I was talking to the Lord about my daughter Susan, He said, Ask Me to protect her today. So I did.
That day Susan was in an accident. Someone ran into the back of her Volkswagen, pushing it up into the car in front. Her car was totally demolished, but Susan was untouched.
On another occasion my wife was praying for our son Richard. He was on his way to California with a friend to go surfing. We were well aware he had shown no interest in spiritual matters, and Johnnie was telling the Lord all He needed to do to protect Richard.
Johnnie, the Lord said, if I do all you are asking Me to do, I will not be able to do what I have planned to do. Commit Richard to Me and do not pray out of your fear for his life.
Johnnie obeyed, but it was not easy to trust the Lord and keep on trusting, especially when Richard got into trouble in California. It never is easy to have faith when things seem to go from bad to worse.
But God had said, I know the plans I have for you. Plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you a hope and a future. And God is always faithful to fulfill His promises.
Richard is now senior pastor at the same church in Florida where I was senior pastor for many years. Not only that, but he also has a living, vital relationship with our Lord Jesus. We are able to fellowship and communicate with Richard about our Lord Jesus in many ways.
Our Lord has done exceedingly abundantly above all we can ask or even think. And He will continue to do so. When you allow prayer to be a time of fellowship with Him, the One who loves you more than you are able to comprehend or understand will share His thoughts with you. Everyone who fellowships in prayer can recount experiences like the above, for they are regular occurrences for those who have learned to hear God in their prayer times.
TWO FUNDAMENTAL REQUIREMENTS
There are two things that are as fundamental to our Christian journey as our two legs are to walking. If either of these basic ideas is damaged or crippled, so will be our Christian walk. Hearing God involves (1) a proper God image and (2) a proper self-image.
As we fellowship with the Lord, these two interrelated concepts are brought into His perspective. They are healed, changed and matured. God loves to tell us what He is really like, so that we can have a proper God image. And He loves to tell us what He thinks of us, so that we can have a proper self-image.
Nothing is more important than our relationship with God. What you think He thinks of you—what I think He thinks of me—is vital to fellowship and relationship with Him. Like every father, lover and true friend, God wants to tell us individually what He thinks of us. When we learn that God holds each of us in high esteem, we are transformed to reflect that image. Let us see how this works.…
Assessing Your Present Spiritual Self-Image
Self-image is an idea, the concept or picture of yourself that you hold in your mind. Your spiritual self-image is the idea of yourself that you hold in relation to your relationship to God. It is what you think God thinks of you. And that, of course, depends on what you think God is like.
What do you think God thinks of you? If, right now, He were looking at you and describing you to the archangel Gabriel, what would He say? What names and adjectives would He use to describe you? Can you list six in the space below?
Maybe you would have to say, “I don’t know what God thinks of me.” If you would like to know, you can then find out through meditation.
But suppose you listed six words. And suppose the answers you gave on the blank lines were incorrect. Do you realize that your errors would radically affect your attitude and behavior toward God?
In meditation you can find the truth—and, if necessary, change your mind. That’s what repentance is—changing your mind to reflect what God says.
Arriving at a Correct Spiritual Self-Image
There are many possible ways to arrive at your spiritual self-image:
The vast majority of Christians I have dealt with think too little of themselves—far less than God thinks of them. Some of them believe this is humility, but it is nothing more than inverted pride.
For every Christian who has an inflated self-image, there are twenty who think too lowly of themselves. True humility is thinking about yourself the way God thinks about you.
So, what does God think about you?
Try to personalize John 3:16 by replacing the words “the world” with your name: God loved __________ so much that He gave His only begotten Son. God gave His Son so that __________ who believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life.
There are many other Scriptures that can be personalized in that way. But why don’t you ask God directly what He thinks about you? He will be glad to tell you.
As I teach people to listen to God, I have them ask Him such questions as “Father, would You mind telling me what You think of me?” Or “Father, how much do You love me?”
To a woman in Ocala, Florida, God answered, You are all the daughter I could ever want.
To a project manager at Cape Kennedy, the Lord said, I think as much of you as of any other person.
When a young mother in our community asked, God replied, You are worth more than you think. You are worth as much as I am.
Remember that anything’s worth and value are determined by what a person is willing to pay for it. The Lord must have thought we were worth what He is, for He paid for us with His own life.
In meditation, as you fellowship with God, you will discover firsthand what God is really like and what He thinks of you. You will be in for some surprises—pleasant, uplifting and encouraging good news. I have never seen any Christian discouraged at what he or she learns in this way, for this is Christ in fellowship with believers.
The Holy Spirit said,
“Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul
for the work to which I have called them.”
ACTS 13:2
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HEARING GOD IN MINISTRY
One afternoon, when I was making pastoral calls and had some unexpected extra time, I stopped my car and asked the Lord whom to visit. Very plainly, He gave me a picture in my mind of a man whose name I had forgotten. He also told me to call my wife, and she would give me his name and address.
I obeyed, got the name and address from Johnnie and proceeded to the man’s home. When I arrived, I was surprised to find an entire family waiting for me! They soon explained.
Early in the afternoon, they had called the church and asked the secretary if I could come by at a designated time. She had promised that I would but had not been able to contact me, since I did not return to the office that day.
There was no way for me to know about this person’s need—unless the Lord Jesus guided me there.
You see, the man’s heart was hungry for God. I felt like a modern-day version of Philip with the Ethiopian eunuch, for in ten minutes this man to whom I ministered had received the Lord Jesus into his life.
Exciting? Yes! The whole experience was. But especially important to me was this new evidence that the Lord and I could communicate so clearly and definitely. And I have had many other such experiences in my ministry.…
THE MOTEL STORY
One night at 10:30 P.M., we were in a Howard Johnson motel in southern Georgia, on our way home from a Bible conference in North Carolina. As I lay on the bed preparing to go to sleep, the Lord Jesus said to me, Get up and go to the motel office.
This was the last thing I wanted to do. Reluctantly and without emotion, I obeyed, thinking that God probably wanted me to witness to the young man at the desk.
As I approached the office, it was easy to see through the glass front that a man was checking in. I decided to wait outside until he left.
It was then I noticed that the traveler’s car had a Florida tag from the same county as ours. When he came out a minute or two later, I introduced myself as Peter Lord, a pastor from Titusville.
The man gripped my shoulders with both hands and said, “You’re the very person that I need to talk to. I am in great trouble. As I drove up the highway, I called on God for help. Time and time again I was somehow restrained from stopping at a motel, which I had planned to do much earlier. When I got here, I felt a definite desire to stop, and so I drove in.”
Great, isn’t it—to see how God works! This man cried for help. God heard him. God had me already in place, ready to help. He had seen me worshiping Him and telling Him how much I loved Him and wanted to serve Him. And so He told me to go to the office. He showed me someone in need.
DEAD WORKS OR LASTING MINISTRY?
Ministry is what God does through me for others. Good works are what I do at the command of God for others. They last for eternity. But dead works are what I do for others on my own, supposedly in the name of God. They do not last!
I have always been a hard worker. I have always put my heart into my ministry. After fifteen years as a pastor, I took a look back at what I had done in the Lord’s service to determine the results of my work.
Much of it was in shambles. What had been built up had not really lasted. In fact, some of it was torn down. I looked at people who had worked in various churches and others who had made all kinds of decisions at the altar, and I saw that basically they remained unchanged. Or worse, they had reverted to worldly lifestyles.
This was devastating for me, for I was sincere and had worked very hard and had given up much of my life for my ministry.
What had gone wrong?
Then I remembered reading something Watchman Nee had said: “God will only back and bless what He initiates.” And I knew that in order for God to initiate, we have to hear God.
I realized that mine had been a ministry of dead works—dead because they had not begun with a word from God.
I had picked green fruit in order to get decisions and further my plans. I had placed or allowed people in positions of church leadership and responsibility who were totally unprepared. Some were not even managing their own homes wisely. I had built churches and organizations on the principles passed on to me by someone else who had used them successfully, or by some agency whose business it was to promote “success.”
Then God began to allow me to discover that all lasting ministry begins with a word from God. When you have that word, then you walk with the Lord Jesus. You listen to the Holy Spirit and obey Him. And you have an effective, exciting, enduring work.
God pointed me to His Son. For thirty years Jesus stayed in Nazareth. For thirty years He never taught, healed, delivered or did much that you and I could recognize as “good works”—and yet the need was abounding.
But the Father said of Jesus at the River Jordan—before He had done any good works—“You are My beloved Son, in You I am well-pleased” (Luke 3:22).
This is not our kind of evaluation. This is not our way of thinking. It is God’s alone.
So how can you and I do good works in God’s sight?
Jesus very simply outlines the secret of His ministry and gives us the secret for ours in the same breath: “Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of Himself” (John 5:19). How many times have I tried to do something alone, winging it! Yet Jesus tells us that even He can do nothing alone: “For whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like manner” (verse 19). With emphasis, He continues, “I can do nothing on My own initiative.…The Father abiding in Me does His works” (John 5:30; 14:10).
He had been teaching. And healing. Having a one-on-one with Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman. Doing “good works.” Yet what He is saying is this: “My judgment is just, because I do not seek My own will, but the will of Him who sent me…but the Father abiding in Me does His works” (John 5:30; 14:10).
Christ tells us that He was guided by an indwelling voice, not by an external appearance. God sent the Holy Spirit to think His thoughts in us. The apostle Paul’s statement that “we have the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:16) is to be a reality in us, as well.
In the words of Norman Grubb,
We fail to bridge the gap within us between God’s thoughts and God’s word of faith because we are bound by the domination of the visible.
We see the blind eye, the withered arm: Christ saw the will and power of His Father to heal, and spoke the word. “Stretch forth thine arm.” “Receive thy sight.”
We see the five loaves and the multitudes, and say, “What are they among so many?” Christ saw His Father’s invisible and unlimited supply, gave thanks for it, acted on the full assurance of it, and faith was seen to be “the giving of substance to things hoped for.”[1]
I am not there yet. I do not always live by faith in ministry, but I have discovered that this is the only way.
He gives to all life, breath, and all things.
And He has made from one blood every nation of men
to dwell on all the face of the earth,
and has determined their preappointed times
and the boundaries of their dwellings,
so that they should seek the Lord,
in the hope that they might grope for Him and find Him,
though He is not far from each one of us;
for in Him we live and move and have our being.
ACTS 17:25–28, NKJV
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HEARING GOD FOR LIFE
I have purposely dealt separately with hearing God in the three areas that most people associate with the Christian life: Bible study, prayer and ministry.
In this final chapter we come to a general area that I have found to be exciting, profitable and specially blessed. That is God’s desire to fellowship with us in all areas and matters of life, not just those we deem to be “religious,” or spiritual. Norman Grubb writes,
Communion with an indwelling Person is the privilege of all, and the unceasing experience of some.
Guidance is the direct communication of the Spirit with our spirits and is not to be confused with the Scriptures.
God’s written word is the general guide to His people. The Bible is the inspired and infallible revelation of the principles of Christian living, and any individual guidance which does not conform to it is from a false source.
The Spirit gives the guidance. It is always in conformity with Scripture and may be in the words of Scripture, but it is the indwelling Spirit who guides.
Romans 8:16 gives us the primary instance of spiritual communion in every believer’s life: “The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.”
Guidance as to the details of living is only an extension of the inner speaking and hearing.[1]
If we open our hearts and minds to the Lord’s guidance in all facets of our lives, we will discover that He is interested in everything about us. We can hear His voice and enter into fellowship with Him, knowing that He cares about each of the day-to-day happenings that come our way. Learning that God communicates His continual concern for the ordinary things we care about is sometimes surprising, as it was to me in the following situations.
THE “TOY” CALCULATOR
In the summer of 1985, Johnnie and I made a tour of the Far East to speak to missionaries there. In Singapore I purchased a “toy”—a $2.50 calculator no bigger than a credit card. Its size and technology so fascinated me that I indulged in the luxury of an unnecessary purchase.
On the way home to Florida we stopped at Woodland Park, Colorado, to visit our son and his family. As a souvenir of the trip, I gave Richard the $2.50 calculator and began to show him how it worked. Except that it didn’t. All I got were sporadic numbers. My toy was broken!
I was disgusted. I had wasted money and had violated a concept I sought to live by: “The bitterness of poor quality lingers long after the sweetness of cheap price has been forgotten.”
“Johnnie,” I said to my wife, “don’t ever let me buy a cheap thing like that again!”
Late that night I was still awake, trying to adjust to the ten-hour time change. As I fellowshiped with the Lord Jesus, He said, Peter, there’s nothing wrong with your calculator. Take it back to Florida and it will work properly.
Well, I did bring it back home with me, and it’s functioning as well as when it was new. As always, Jesus knew what He was talking about.
THE BLOCKED TOILET
Our son Richard has five sons of his own. One thing is inevitable—almost as certain as the sun coming up: If you have five small children, one of them will flush something large down a toilet.
Sure enough, one of the boys tried to flush away a wedge-shaped block. It stuck in the toilet trap. Richard tried and tried to get it out. Finally, thoroughly frustrated, he called a plumber.
This paid professional worked at the problem with his tools for some time, but the block still stuck. Then he said, “The only way to get that out is with a sledgehammer.”
“You mean I’ll have to replace the toilet?” asked Richard.
“Yup,” answered the plumber.
It was here that I arrived on the scene. Richard could not afford a new toilet and asked me to look at it. I worked fruitlessly a long time, and at last I gave up, too.
Then I asked the Lord for wisdom.
He told me exactly what to do. In ten minutes the block was out and the toilet was working again.
“Wait!” I can hear you say. “Our Lord is not interested in such mundane things as a $2.50 calculator and a jammed toilet!”
That’s exactly what I used to think, until He reminded me, My eye is on the sparrow—and it’s on you, too. I am a father who cares about every aspect of My children’s lives. I enjoy fixing things for you as you enjoy fixing things for your children.
Don’t misunderstand me. God doesn’t always say yes. He doesn’t always give us an easy way out. I just want to point out that He cares, and He always answers in some way—if we will listen.
THE SEAT BELT
One Saturday in January 1986, I was headed to another town to make a ministry visit. As I left the house the Lord suddenly told me, Fasten your safety belt. (This was before there was a mandatory seat belt law in Florida, and in those days I was sometimes careless about buckling up on short trips.)
My inner response was Oh, nothing is going to happen, but God said, That’s what everybody always thinks! The message was clear, so I obeyed and fastened the belt this time.
Less than ten minutes later, I was driving along at 55 miles an hour on an open two-lane highway. Suddenly a car pulled out from a side road without stopping, zooming right into my path. There was no place to swerve safely, and I barely had time to hit the brakes.
A collision was unavoidable under the circumstances. Both cars were badly smashed. But I came out of it without even a bruise thanks to the Lord’s watch-care—evidence that the Father cares and communicates at all times and in all things. Evidence of an active, vital fellowship with the Lord.
THE LOST DIAMOND
While we were visiting our daughter in Texas, the diamond in my wife’s engagement ring dropped out of its setting. It was only a small diamond—all I had been able to afford as a college student—but its sentimental value to both of us was great.
We asked the Lord to help us find it—and He did! It was a miracle, because it had fallen into the carpet pile, but God guided our search and we found the stone. Johnnie carefully put the diamond in a secure place in our suitcase, and one of the first things we wanted to do when we got home was to have it reset.
But when Johnnie unpacked at home and looked for the diamond, it wasn’t where she had put it. She looked for it in every part of the suitcase, but the diamond was gone. We searched intently and even called Texas and had our daughter look for it. Of course we prayed about it.
This time, there was no answer and no diamond. After a while we gave up. We accepted the loss as permanent. The diamond was forgotten, crowded from my mind by the immediacy of responsibilities.
One morning some time later, as I was fellowshiping with the Lord Jesus, He said to me, Peter, the diamond is in your bedroom at home in the dresser.
And that’s where it was! The tiny stone had gotten hidden in some seldom-used items in that suitcase and ended up in the dresser drawer! Now the diamond is again where it ought to be—on my wife’s ring finger.
Some of the lessons I learned from these true stories and many others:
HOUSE ARREST
In February 2008, while exercising at a local gym, I almost fainted while walking. Something had gone wrong with my heart. The doctor sent me immediately to the hospital, where I spent two full weeks—more time than during all my 78 years put together.
You can see I have been blessed with good health and incredible energy. Now I was limited to very little. Feeling exhausted most of the time and unable to do even a small amount of physical activity, I felt myself, in a sense, to be in a physical prison. No more activities like tennis, yard work and real exercise. To add to this, my itinerant ministry came to a screeching halt. No invitations to go anywhere.
For ten years I had been kept very busy ministering all over. Now almost nothing. In a very real sense, I was under house arrest.
This was much harder to accept than I had expected or anticipated. Billy Graham is reported to have said, “They prepared me for death, but not old age.” I heartily agree with this.
So I decided I would try to do what seemed best. Yes, I was reminded of the Scripture that says, “A prophet is not without honor except in his own country and in his own house” (Matthew 13:57, NKJV). Put into practical terms, there would be very little ministry locally—at least, ministry that made a difference.
Nevertheless, being of such a disposition that I need to do something meaningful if I am to have a “real” life, I set out to do church work. All well-intentioned, but not according to the Holy Spirit’s direction! Much of it failed. People I sought to save seemed more lost than ever.
During this time I came under vicious attack by the evil one. I entered a period of doubt such as John the Baptist had experienced while imprisoned by Herod. Here are a few of the thought attacks I went through:
If Jesus is Lord and can heal, why does He not heal me? The only real desire I have is Kingdom building, and now all those doors have closed! I am not wanted even here in my own hometown, where I have worked and laid down my life. My prayers for many to come to the Lord Jesus Christ and to love Him are not being answered.
Another vicious attack concerned the condition of the Church as a whole:
How come we are not winning? Why the many divisions in the churches? Is Jesus really the Christ? Why is the enemy taking so many prisoners in this spiritual battle? And why are there so many serious spiritual casualties?
In God’s mercy and grace, He spoke to me. By the Holy Spirit, He took me around town and showed me the many works of grace and mercy being done—a great number of small ministries to drug addicts, alcoholics, street people, down-and-out and disenfranchised folk—and the changed lives as a result of it. I accepted this and found myself realizing and declaring that Jesus is Lord.
THE LORD ON HIS THRONE
Somewhere in all this, the Holy Spirit also reminded me of Paul, John the Baptist, John Bunyan, Watchman Nee and others who had used their imprisonment as the base of ministry. So I decided to do as much as I could. My initial attempts were flesh-oriented and failed. So I sought God—or, rather, accepted the fact that He was seeking me to love me on a new level and in a new way.
I started to press in to the Lord Jesus Christ with a goal to know Him and to have a pure heart before Him. In His presence all looks different!
First of all I saw Jesus on the throne. He assured me that He is running everything, He is God and is doing what is best, and I had nothing to worry about. I was just to stay in love with Him and do what I believed He had asked and would ask me to do.
This has brought me incredible peace. I know the importance of the cross, but I had never really studied the implications of the fact that Jesus is on the throne now and forever. No matter what is happening in our world, all the politicians’ hearts are in His hand, and He is using all for the fulfillment of His master plan that will be carried out, no matter what. Our God reigns!
Today, with all that is going on in the world, I believe there needs to be a real emphasis on the Lord Jesus Christ on His throne.
Next, after seeing Him, I saw myself; and I understood why, after the seraphim called, “Holy, Holy, Holy,” Isaiah had cried out, “Woe is me!” (Isaiah 6:3, 5). I asked God for a pure heart, and He began a process of showing me mine and what needed to be taken care of. This could have been very discouraging had I not seen the words in big letters written on the throne: mercy and grace.
In His presence as reigning God, all things looked different. I saw myself as He sees me and had to cry out, “I am a man of unclean lips.” He forgave me, of course, and now is in the process of recommissioning me.
In His presence on the throne, I saw people differently, and a new love for them began arising in my heart for all people. No judging, just loving.
The process is not yet complete and is by no means easy. But for His explanations and encouragement I would have stopped long ago. It is His voice of love that has guided me and is guiding me through this most difficult period of my life.
WHAT IS FELLOWSHIP?
What does “fellowship” mean to you? Is it Kool-Aid and cookies with the Smiths after church on Sunday night? Is it a potluck supper on the church grounds? Or is it something more?
What does God have to say about His expectations for fellowship?
Jesus’ beloved friend John says, “What we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3).
What does God’s kind of fellowship mean? What is fellowship from God’s perspective?
People have fellowship because they have something in common. Because they are relatives or have the same interest or are involved in the same activity. Because they feel the same emotion or have gone through similar experiences. This usually involves only one aspect of their lives: work, hobbies, church or neighborhood association.
Fellowship with God differs from fellowship among people. Fellowship with Him covers all of life. Nothing is left out. “God is faithful, through whom you were called into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:9).
Fellowship with God is a lot like marriage. Two people marry because of love. They make a commitment to one another—a love covenant that encompasses all of life.
Out of this commitment comes communication—the conversation that goes on between them. The conversation that sustains. That builds the relationship. That helps in working out the love covenant.
From this conversation come goals and attitudes. Then the husband and wife make decisions based on their fellowship with one another.
These decisions become behavior and actions, which are just a continuation and outworking of their fellowship. They include every area of life about which they are both concerned.
Fellowship with God the Father is simply the perfect shared life of a father with his dear child. It will cover every area of your life. It is your conversation and communion with each other. The Father who numbers every hair on His child’s head, who sees each sparrow that falls, is surely interested in the calculators and toilets of His children!
The Bible also pictures Christ as the Bridegroom and the believer as His bride. God’s kind of fellowship is the communication and communion between lovers as they anticipate living together forever. Our relationship with the Lord in the “forever” is a continuation of the relationship in the “now.”
God is also the Comforter who lives in us to guide us into all truth. So fellowship is the communication between a Counselor and the counselee who comes to Him, needing His advice.
To show you exactly what fellowship with God means in the life of an individual is the reason I shared with you the events of my own life in communing with Him. God deals with each of us individually. These have been some of the ways He has dealt with me. There are others. I hope they will help you catch a glimpse of the wonder of it all and its overall effect on everything in your life.
My prayer is that you will desire to learn to hear Him in an even deeper way.
AT ALL TIMES—IN ALL THINGS
There are three basic things to remember as you fellowship with the Triune God:
The more you learn to hear God, the more you will have the privilege of fellowship with Him in the ordinary and mundane matters of life.
We cannot spend all of our time studying the Bible, or in concentrated prayer, or in ministry. But our Lord is just as interested in us at all other times and in all other matters, both the little and the big.
One day I was jogging and had a very heavy burden on my heart—one that I had not yet given over to God. Then I noticed a little dead sparrow on the side of the road.
The Holy Spirit spoke to me so clearly: Do you not know that the holy Father sees every little sparrow that falls? If He does that, don’t you believe He is interested in every area of your life? Nothing is too small to bring to His attention. He cares about you. Bring all things to Him—and then listen.
God is interested in the big things:
the college you attend
the car you need
the house you should or should not buy
the change of jobs
the rebellious teenager
He is just as interested in the little things:
the blocked toilet
the discouraged wife
the parking space
Hearing God now is a basic scriptural teaching. Hearing God is the privilege and right and responsibility of every born-again child of God.
I pray that this book has enticed you to see the reality and the benefits of hearing God not only through and in the Bible, prayer and Christian ministry, but in all of life.
You can have fellowship with God.
You can share your life with Him.
NOTES
Chapter 1: The One Thing
1. A. W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God (Harrisburg, Pa.: Christian Publications, 1982), 80–82.
2. A. W. Tozer, Echoes from Eden (Harrisburg, Pa.: Christian Publications, 1981), 62.
3. Ibid., 62–63.
Chapter 2: A Hearing Ear
1. See Matthew 11:15; 13:9, 43; Mark 4:9, 23; 7:16; Luke 8:8; 14:35, and others.
2. USAir, September 1981.
3. St. Teresa, Way of Perfection, xxi.
4. Elizabeth O’Connor, Search for Silence (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1972), 141.
5. Johnnie Lord, Learning How to Pray for Our Children (Titusville, Fla.: Agape Ministries, 1979), 14–15.
6. Marvin Moore, How to Handle Your Imagination (Nashville: Southern Publishing Association, 1979), 45.
7. Denis Waitley, Seeds of Greatness (New York: Pocket Books, 1983), 123–124.
8. Tozer, Echoes from Eden, 62.
9. A. W. Tozer, Born after Midnight (Harrisburg, Pa.: Christian Publications, 1959), 92.
Chapter 4: GPS: God’s Positioning System
1. Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1943), 89.
Chapter 6: Reasons We Don’t Hear God Speaking
1. Fox News, “11-Year-Old Boy Dies After Mom Says GPS Left Them Stranded in Death Valley,” August 8, 2009, http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,538323,00.html.
2. Associated Press, “Swedish Tourists Miss Island Due to GPS Typo,” July 28, 2009.
Chapter 7: The Traps
1. William Cowper, “God Moves in a Mysterious Way,” Olney Hymns, 1779.
Chapter 8: The Snares
1. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed., s.v. “rebellion.”
2. Waitley, 32–33.
Chapter 9: The Hindrances
1. Morton Kelsey, The Other Side of Silence (New York: Paulist Press, 1976), 105.
2. Ibid.
3. Madame Jeanne Guyon, Experiencing the Depths of Jesus Christ (Augusta, Maine: Christian Books, 1975), 50–51.
4. Brother Lawrence, The Practice of the Presence of God, ed. Donald E. Demaray (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1975), 22–23.
5. Kelsey, 110.
6. Guyon, Experiencing the Depths, 83–84.
Chapter 12: Knowing God’s Voice by His Relevance
1. David A. Seamands, Putting Away Childish Things (Wheaton, Ill.: Victor Books, 1982), 78.
2. Ibid., 77.
Chapter 14: Knowing God’s Voice by Its Content, Part 2
1. Charles Stanley, How to Listen to God (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1985), 53.
Chapter 15: Knowing God’s Voice by the Results It Produces
1. Mary A. Baker, “Master, the Tempest Is Raging.”
2. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed., s.v. “hopelessness.”
Chapter 16: Processes of the Thought World
1. Benedict J. Groeschel, Listening at Prayer (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), 3.
Chapter 18: The Dangers in Meditation
1. Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest, March 31.
2. Kelsey, 40.
Chapter 21: Hearing God in Ministry
1. Norman Grubb, Touching the Invisible (Fort Washington, Pa.: Christian Literature Crusade, 1940), 22.
Chapter 22: Hearing God for Life
1. Ibid.
PETER LORD was born in Kingston, Jamaica. Raised on a cattle ranch and banana plantation, he moved to the United States in 1946 for a college education. He graduated in 1950 and the next year married Johnnie Sapp.
Peter and Johnnie pastored two small churches in Florida before he began seminary in 1954. After graduating in 1957, he pastored three churches in Florida, the last for thirty years—Park Avenue Baptist Church in Titusville, at the north gate of Cape Kennedy and the space center complex.
The father of five children—which he declares to be the best practical education he has received in real-life living—Peter traveled across the United States for ten years after retiring, ministering in about 250 churches of all kinds and sizes. In recent years God has called him to disciple some people at his home in Titusville. Peter’s oldest son is now the pastor of Park Avenue Baptist Church, and one of his nine grandchildren serves on the staff.
Peter’s major goals include enabling people to be conscious of God in everyday life and to finish life with the thrill of victory. The theme of his ministry is to keep the main thing the main thing and to encourage others to do the same. He gives credit to the everlasting tender mercies of Abba Father for anything he is, for anything he might have done to aid in glorifying Christ and for any part he has played in building the Kingdom of God.