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Hearing God’s Voice


The idea that God speaks to human beings is often misunderstood, and not only by those who are not yet believers.   Christians, too, often feel the weight and confusion of God’s voice—does he speak? can I hear him? do I hear him?  what does God’s voice actually sound like?  

Some thoughts:


John 10:1-5, 27  From the beginning, God has been a communicating God.  He created by speaking words (Gen 1), and Jesus was this word made flesh (John 1).  John 10 gives us a picture of Jesus as a shepherd who speaks to his sheep (us)  and we follow him because we know his voice.  It is vital to acknowledge that he does speak and want us to hear him. He does not leave us alone in this world, but comes to us and speaks to us through the Spirit.  Romans 8:16 speaks of his Spirit bearing witness with our spirit—this is a vivid example of the communication of God to us.  When we listen for him we can expect that he will speak to us.

This being said, hearing his voice is both immediate and a path of learning.  As we come to know him, we come to recognize his voice.  God’s voice is an immediate reality for any person when they begin to follow Jesus, the Good Shepherd, though they may not fully recognize this voice yet.  It is also true that there are strangers who speak to the sheep of his pasture (John 10:5).  We know that the enemy speaks lies and death (v. 10) and that the world and our flesh often speak out against the truth of God.  So, though hearing God through the Holy Spirit is the immediate experience of every believer, it is also a path of learning for each of us.  We must learn to hear his voice and not recognize the voices of the “stranger”.  As we come to know him more intimately, it becomes easier for us to recognize his voice and hear what he says to us.  A safe prayer to begin the process is to ask the Lord, “what does your voice sound like to me?”

John 15:15 and Psalm 25:14 speak of this truth. He speaks to us about what it is that he is doing because he has considered us his friends.  This is part of why he speaks to us: so that we can participate in the works that he is doing, so that we can be his ambassadors, witnesses, laborers and friends.  When we frequently go into the place of prayer (Matthew 6:6), and learn to continually remain in prayer, we learn to have the heart of the Father and he will speak to us as the sheep of his pasture, as our Lord, and as our friend.  This produces a willing obedience on our part.  A devotion to the paths of Christ that moves beyond discipline to acts of love from a pure heart.

Some questions: 

Where does your faith lie in regards to God speaking to you?  Are you skeptical, believing, or somewhere in the middle?  Tell of some experiences where you have heard God’s voice. What are some things we can do that will help us learn to hear God’s voice?  How can we recognize God’s voice, especially as being distinct from the voice of our flesh, the world, or the enemy?  What is the secret place? Do you think of yourself as a friend of God?  How does that affect your view of yourself and the world?  How does it affect your view of God?  What are we to do as a result of the truth that we are friends of God?
Additional references: John 10:1-5, 27; Psalm 119; John 15:15, Psalm 25:14 

Hearing God by Dallas Willard
Intimacy with God

Many Christians struggle to accommodate an all-powerful God who feels very distant at times with the teaching of scripture that God desires intimacy with his children.  This theme repeats itself throughout the scriptures.  Genesis 3 shows a God who not only walks around on the earth, but searches out the newly fallen Adam and makes a covering for him (a rich foreshadowing of Christ’s covering of our sin by the cross).  The Old Testament then continues with the perpetual disobedience of Israel and God, in many ways, speaking to them to return to him.  Jesus, then, is the archetype of many things, including the extent to which God will act to regain intimate relationship with his estranged creation.  

A few thoughts:

John 17:20-23  Intimacy is not something that God holds in reserve to dole out only to those who are “mature believers”.  It is the intent of the Father for every person from the very beginning of creation.  Though we will certainly grow in intimacy, just as all continued relationships will, a relationship of that quality is offered to the not yet believer from the very beginning.  For the one who follows him, Jesus prays in John 17:20-23 that (1) they would be one with the Father just as he is one with the Father and (2) they would know that the Father loves us just as he loves the son.  This is a profound truth—that God would desire us to be close to him in the same kind of love relationship that he has with his only son.  We were created for this kind of loving communion with God through the Holy Spirit.  

James 4:8  When we draw near to him, he will draw near to us—we will always continue to grow in our intimacy with God. Intimacy with God is like intimacy in any other relationship:  it is continually cultivated or neglected and the health of the relationship depends on which direction intimacy is moving.  In our relationship with God, our continuing occupation is to draw ever nearer to him in love.  This will look different in various seasons of life.  Feelings of God’s silence or distance from us does not necessarily meam that he has removed himself from our lives.  Intimacy with the Father is much more than circumstances and feelings, and is complex in the same way that human relationships are.  So many factors bring adjustments to the relationship—fatigue, personal mood, communication, points of disagreement.

Ephesians 3:17-19 and Matthew 22:37-38   Love is at the heart of intimacy.  Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 3 puts forward a vision of the love of God that is truly inexhaustible in its extent, so much so that we cannot possibly hope to understand it.  Finding ourselves as the beneficiary of such a love is a wonderfully compelling discovery.  I John 4 states that we love because God first loved us.  Though we may doubt it, it is the love of God that provides the opportunity for intimate relationship.  Likewise, we live out a response to this love—to love God with all our self and to love our neighbor as our self.  The mission of God is subtle in this interchange—the love of God moving into the world through those who abide in his love.  The cultivation of love is the heart of intimacy and intimacy is at the heart of our relationship with God.

A last note: 

It is said that we should not minister ‘in our own power’, after all, ‘we have nothing in ourselves to give’.  Although this is too strong a statement and, taken to an extreme, is contrary to the teaching of scripture, these statements do show that we place a greater priority on those things which are given only by the ministry of God.  If the scriptures are true (which they are), we must believe that we have been given these ministries as a part of what we can and should do under the power and direction of the Holy Spirit.  Intimacy with God is essential to this kind of ministry because it doesn’t follow a formula or contain prescribed solutions to various problems.  Instead, this sort of ministry is fresh, new in each case, and subject to radically differing ‘solutions’.  Jesus says that ‘if you will abide in me you will bear much fruit, fruit that will last’.  This kind of intimacy not only helps us gain his heart for the world but also the plan that he has for our daily life to be in ministry to it.  If we chose to minister without this kind of relationship, we may quickly burnout and lose focus of the reasons we minister to begin with.

 Some questions:

How do you respond when it is stated that we were created for a love relationship with God?  How does this truth affect your understanding of how God wants to relate to you?  Do you believe that God wants you to be close to him?  How have you experienced the closeness of God?  Is there a time when he has drawn closer as you have drawn near to him?  Do you find yourself more often cultivating or neglecting your intimacy with the Father?  What are the practical ways that we draw near to God?  How can circumstances or “feeling distant” affect our intimacy with God?  How do you express love to God?  How do you pursue your first love so as not to leave him?  Practically, what does it mean to love God?  Have you ever experienced burnout?  Why and how did you recover?  Have you ever felt the effects of a lack of intimacy in a ministry experience in another way?  What affect did that have on you or those you ministered to?

*** Additional references: John 17:20-23, James 4:8, Ephesians 3:17-19, Matthew 22:37-38Intimacy with the Almighty 

Charles R. Swindoll
Abiding in Christ

This teaching will continue with the theme of intimacy with God with a slightly different perspective.

Some thoughts:

John 15:1-11  Abiding (staying, being present, remaining, dwelling, continuing)  in Christ is a decision on our part to surrender our total being to God that we might have the capacity to be intimately connected to him.  When John 15 says that we are branches on his vine, it shows us that maintaining intimate relationship with God is a matter of joining ourselves to him.  Just as the branch receives all of life from the vine, so do we receive all of our life from Christ.  Abiding is also described in Colossians 3:3, and, in essence, it is “He, in me. I, in him”.  He makes his house in us, and we remain in him.   
Abiding allows the Lord to be our source. When we abide in Christ, we are tapped into this source (He is the source of abundant life, power for living and ministry, an easy yoke and light burden, freedom, the ability to walk by the Spirit and display the fruit of the Spirit, among many other things).  As John 14, says, “apart from him we can do nothing” (v.5).  A lack of abiding means our source is something other than the Lord, something of the flesh or the world, and this source will ultimately fail.  Our abiding in Christ, however, will produce in us the fruit of his Spirit (v.5,2,7).
Abiding is not a one-time occurrence or just another part of our day.  Abiding is continual, remaining, enduring life in the presence of Christ.  We can choose to relegate Christ to certain times or areas of our life, but his desire (and demand) is to be Lord of all.  Abiding is the way that we allow his lordship to extend past a quiet time or our “spiritual life”.  Abiding in Christ means that our fellowship and communion with him continues throughout all of our day, each day.

Abiding becomes progressively more natural as we give ourselves to it.  Each of the things required to abide fully in Christ will become more natural as we continue in the process.  We learn that pruning produces more fruit and discards meaningless portions of our lives (v.2).  We learn that freedom and life are found in submission to the Spirit and the word of God (v.7-10).  We learn that dying to ourselves so that Christ can live in us will give us more abundant life (Matthew 7).  In abiding, Jesus becomes our life, we choose to set our mind on the things of the Lord; constantly choosing the Lord no matter what circumstance. The more we choose Jesus, the more he begins to preside over every interest and aspect of our lives, and the more life we have through abiding in him.

Some questions:

What keeps me from making the decision to remain in Christ?  How can you pursue abiding in Christ more than you are experiencing? What is the central point of power in your life from which everything flows?  Have you experienced times when your source of life and power has been found in things other than the Lord?  How did that affect your life?  Are you continuing to abide throughout each day?  Have you relegated Christ to one section of your life?  What keeps you from abiding in Christ?  Have you experienced the ease of a life abiding in Christ?  Have you experienced the progressively more natural life of abiding in Christ?  What does this look like or, if you haven’t experienced it, what do you think this could look like?

Additional Resources:  Abide in Christ, Andrew Murray
Battlefield of the Mind

Main Scriptures:  Romans 12:2, Romans 8:5-6, II Corinthians 10:3-6

Romans 12:2  Perhaps the greatest battle we fight with the flesh is in our minds.  Wrong belief systems or ignorance of the truth causes us to remain in bondage to the world and our sinful flesh.  The scriptures are clear that we have a need to have our minds renewed.  The question for us is often, what does that even mean?  In Romans 12, this renewal is contrasted to being conformed to this world.  Though not often a popular sentiment in many worldviews, the scriptures are clear that the pattern of the world is heavily influenced by the fall.  As such, the ideologies of the world are veiled truths, half-truths, and altogether lies.  The scriptures affirm that the only Truth is found in Christ alone. 

Any thought, then,  that does not align with the truth of God’s word and character is a lie that will bring bondage.  When Jesus says that he is the truth in John 14:6, that means that all that he is and says is true.  It also means that he is the source of all truth. The enemy, called the Deceiver of the World in Revelation 12:9, speaks lies and has always spoken lies, because he is the father of lies (John 8:44), but the Lord always speaks truth, and his truth brings freedom.  

Many of the thoughts that we entertain are so familiar to us that we don’t recognize the bondage they keep us in.  Some of these thoughts are more than occasional stray ideas, but become a household of thought that is ingrained in our minds.  These thought systems, called strongholds, are rooted in lies that, put together, take the appearance of truth (II Corinthians 10:3-6).  They become such a part of our mental attitude, that we believe that this “is just the way I am” or “just the way the world is”.  These strongholds can begin from experiences in our past, environmental influences, or even from our own thoughts over the years.  Over time, these ideas can be further distorted by ourselves or the enemy into whole systems of lies and hurt.

II Corinthians 10:3-6  We must engage in a battle to take down the strongholds and regain control of all stray thoughts that do not speak the truth.  These thoughts, whether strongholds or just stray ideas, don’t go away on their own.  Knowing the true word of God and the truth of his character are the weapons of our warfare against the lies that are in our minds.  From II Corinthians 10:3-6, we must: (1) Cast arguments and lofty opinions set up against God,  (2) pull down the strongholds of thought (3) bring all thoughts into submission to the obedience of God.  We do this by recognizing the lies and consistently replacing them with truth.

Another note:  While this scripture is often applied to the life of the individual Christian (and can be seen in this light), in context, it is more appropriate to view it in the public arena.  That is, we who have the truth lead others into it by the three ways mentioned above.  In II Corinthians it probably illustrates Paul’s ministry in the public forum, and as we apply it, it should lead us to saying the things that are true in the public environments that we find are permeated with falsehoods.

Potential questions for application:

How do you identify with the statement “the greatest battle we fight is the battle over our minds”?  In what ways do you think lies and/or ignorance have caused you to believe wrong things about yourself or the world around you?  How do you feel the effects of the mind in your striving to walk by the spirit and not by the flesh?  What are ways that thoughts either help or hurt your walking by the spirit? Can you recognize any thoughts that are frequently in your mind that you know aren’t consistent with God’s word or character?  How have you dealt with these ideas/lies? Do you understand the difference between stray thoughts and strongholds of thought?  Can you recognize any strongholds in your own mind?  Do you have other people who could trust to identify strongholds that may still carry with you? In what ways do you practically engage the battle of the mind on a daily basis?  Do you understand what it means to recognize lies and replace them with truth?  How can you practice applying this truth to your life?
Attaining Spiritual growth—

This is a really basic discussion that tries to get at an answer to the question of how a Christian grows, what it means to grow, and how we can pursue Spiritual growth.

Many people feel pressure to operate their spiritual lives based on the model set before them by their Christian community.  An emphasis on the bible, an emphasis on prayer, an emphasis on community service, an emphasis on church attendance.  All these things and more contribute to a massive amount of activities that provide opportunity for “spiritual growth”.  For many, however, the questions remain, what does it mean to grow spiritually? and how would I do that anyway?  There are many answers to this question and we won’t attempt to state any ‘one size fits all’ formula here, but there are a few things that the scriptures indicate really help a person grow to spiritual maturity.

Philippians 4:4-7 Though there are many verses that encourage us to pray.  This section of Philippians seems to describe the way prayer effect our relationship with God in a very unique way.  God is described as near to us and willing to take on our anxieties only to replace them with a peace that only he can give.  While this might sound cliché, it is vital for us to understand that God is the source of our growth and that as we give him opportunity to intervene in our lives, we grow with the growth that he gives us.  This kind of communication is a vital part of spiritual growth

Colossians 3:16-17  This passage sets the word up as one of the foundations for doing things in the name of the Lord.  When the word abides in us, it produces mutual teaching and encouragement, which results in actions that glorify God.  This understanding transcends the traditional view of knowing the word and moves to having the word abide or dwell in you.  

 In Colossians 3:3 we are described as being hidden with Christ in God.  Being with God, in the context of the passage will lead to a whole new self.  A growing understanding what he wants for you and his plan to lead you into it (holiness, grace, patience, love, a purpose, a full life with meaning) sometimes comes in the normal pace of a life lived with God.

Hebrews 10:25 Being with believers is a necessary part of Christian growth.  Although it has often been misused, this passage in Hebrews tells us that in meeting together we receive encouragement and challenging that we cannot get anywhere else.  Ephesians 4 and Romans 12 also speak of the vital nature of the body of Christ.

Some questions:

What is spiritual maturity? Does it have to do with beliefs, thoughts, or actions?  How do you respond to exhortations of scripture to grow to maturity?  What do you think about the means of growth that the bible lays out?  What is it that hinders your growth? 

True Worship

In John 4 Jesus says that the Father desires to be worshiped in spirit and in truth.  While the interpretations of this passage vary, a few things can be deduced from what Jesus says.  (1) There is a way that God wants to be worshiped and (2) there are ways that he doesn’t want to be worshiped.  The woman at the well assumed that Jesus would speak to her about worship in Jerusalem, but instead, he says that there will not be a place where worship is performed, but that which is pleasing to God is the content of worship wherever it is.  Many books have been written on the subject, but we’ll confine our discussion to only a few points here.

Romans 12:1-2 It is true that our lives are to be lived in a way that worships God—acclaims his supreme value and fame by our lives.  This verse speaks about this by saying that our body is to be offered as a spiritual act of worship.  In other words, the things that we do with our physical existence (where we go, how we act, what we say) have the potential to be worship of God.  This is what I Corinthians 10:31 means when it tells us to do everything for the glory of God.  Given all this, God is concerned with how we worship him with our bodies.

John 4:7-26 The interaction of Jesus and the woman at the well has received a lot of attention by those advocating worship as an important part of the Christian life.  The most popular verses (23 and 24) have been interpreted in many ways (as we said already), but the most prevalent understanding is this.  When we say that God wants to be worshipped in Spirit, we mean that he wants the Spirit in us to activate our own spirit to worship.  In the same way that we are to “walk by the Spirit”, we are to “worship in the Spirit”—we allow our spirit to interact with the Spirit of God and lead us into worship.  To worship “in truth” means that we worship God as he truly is.  

Worship is both a gathering of the community and a lifestyle of our individual lives.  Worship centers our lives in God and his presence and work in us for the world.  It allows us to remain focused on the larger picture and the God who is active in bringing his plans to fruition in the world.

Some questions:

Does God need worship?  Why do we worship?  Is it good for us, good for him, necessary for any thing?

Centers our lives in God and his presence and work in us for the world.  Moves God (?)

What does it mean to worship the father in spirit and in truth?  Truth—worship him as he truly is.  Spirit—what does it mean to walk by the spirit?  To be guided by the Spirit, to allow our spirit to interact with the Spirit of God.  same thing???  Romans 12:1 offering of ourselves is a spiritual act of worship.  What is true worship, then?  2 samuel 6—David dancing before the ark.  Emotions in worship.  Truth in worship.  interaction with God in worship.

You reap what you sow—

Gal 6:7-10, Hos 10:6  

At first glance, this seems to be the opposite of the truth.  Life often fails to stack up in a way that hands out things that correspond to what has been put in—bad things happen to good people and rain falls on everybody for good and bad (Matthew 5:45). Love spent on a person often comes to nothing.  People who should be punished aren’t, and the innocent are often exploited. If the scriptures are true, then, how can we understand these verses.  

What can be ruled out immediately is that God is attempting to write in a universal law that says that every thing that is invested will produce what it should.  Galatians 6 is speaking in the context of the flesh and the spirit and the outcome of what sort of person we turn out to be in the end.  If we sow to the spirit then we reap eternal life, both in the present and the afterlife.  If we sow to the flesh then we reap corruption.  As with eternal life, this occurs both now and in the future.  

Galatians 6:9 speaks of endurance, and is a necessary trait if we are to follow this way—to push through the seeming injustices of life to eventually reap the reward.  It starts with saying that we cannot mock (literally, “make mouths at”) God.  In other words, God is not one who can be tricked into thinking a person is good even though they mimic him in ridicule behind his back.  He knows their intentions.  Knowing this, we should endure to the point that we do good despite the circumstances so that we can eventually participate in reaping, though we don’t know when that time will come.

II Corinthians 9:6  This statement about generosity is outside the context of a life lived in the balance of spirit and flesh.  Yet, the principle taught gives some deep meaning to the words in Galatians 6.  Taken from a negative perspective, if our lives are lived sowing very little toward the spirit and a lot toward the flesh, then our reaping will correspond with little fruit of the spirit and a greater harvest of fleshly things.    

The question is ultimately, what sort of person do we hope to become?  What sort of reward/fruit do we hope to produce from our lives?  Many people wonder why they aren’t growing spiritually, yet their lives show that the majority of “seeds” that litter the ground of their lives are seeds of flesh.  Sow to righteousness and let the flesh become just a barren field.

Some questions: How much of your life story has been taken up with sowing to the spirit? the flesh? Can you see the effects of that sowing? What would it mean for you to sow to the spirit?  How would that look in daily life?  In what ways are you generously sowing to the spirit? What sort of person do you hope to be in 5 years? 10 years? 50 years?

Some additional scriptures: Job 4:8, Hosea 10:12

Primacy of love and its expression through obedience—


There are so many things that compete for our spiritual attention.  Especially when it comes to obeying God, the seemingly endless lists of character traits that we have to display and actions that we must take can be overwhelming.  And it is a daunting task if we approach God and spiritual life as another line on our agenda.  For most of us, though, this is the only way that we understand obedience—know the rules, follow the rules.  The gospel paints a slightly different picture.   

Matthew 22:37-40 is a classic verse about loving God and our neighbors.  There is a curious phrase after this passage that says, “on these two commandments depends all of the Law and the prophets”.  All of the instruction of the Old Testaments hangs dependent on these two short phrases.  This has some pretty important implications on our understanding of how we are to obey God.  If the whole Law is dependent on these two, then by keeping these two we keep the whole.  A true love of God and neighbor will produce a natural obedience to the rest of God’s commandments.
This is said another way in the Gospel message of John.  In four places (John 14:15, 21, 23, and 15:10), John says that love of God and obedience to God are inseparable.  If we love God we will obey his commandments; if we have his commandments and obey them, then we love him.  It is actually a fairly simple equation: the God who is love (I John 4:8) and who expresses himself to the world primarily in love (John 3:16), also places love at a high place in our spiritual lives.  The tricky part is that it still isn’t a task.  Love is a motivation.  It prompts us to act in certain ways.  Love of God, for instance prompts us to act in obedience with what he wants.
The feeling and action of love is reciprocal with God.  His love for us provokes our love for him (and our love for our neighbor).  I John 4:19 talks about this—that our capacity for love is given by the love that God gives to us.  Our obedience then, is actually enabled by God’s own expression of love.  He loves us.  As a result, we can love him.  Then we obey him as an outcome of our love.  
Some questions:  What is the difference between emotional love and love that is a verb?  What does it mean that we express love?  How does it play out in our life? How are love and obedience linked together? Are there earthly relationships that model this sort of love?  What is so hard about obedience? 

John 15:10, 2 Corinthians 5:14, Romans 8:39, Ephesians 3:3:17-19

