Listening for God’s Voice
2
9/27/09 


Allison UMC






TEXT: Hebrews 1:1-3
September 27, 2009
TA Maurer

“Listening for God’s Voice”

Suppose I were to ask you if you believe God speaks to us.  I’m confident most of you would answer affirmatively, either nodding your head up and down, or saying something like, “Of course God speaks to us.”  If I were then to ask when was the last time you heard God speak to you, my suspicion is that my question would be met with silence.  If I were to push the issue further, asking what did God say to you the last time God spoke, you’d probably begin to fidget and fumble for words.  There’s a big difference between saying you believe something, and acting upon what you say you believe.  

Between 87% and 90% of Americans say they believe in God.  Not necessarily a Christian God, but God associated with some religion.  Yet less than half that number regularly attends a service of worship, and that percentage is rapidly increasing every year.  Believing in God and taking the time and effort to worship God seems to becoming more and more distant.  

One reason people are less likely to spend time in worship is because the concept of God has been undergoing a cultural change over the past few decades.  Secular influences have caused many to think of God as impersonal – not personal.  For them, God is more like a cosmic consciousness – a celestial presence that permeates the core of the universe.  But it’s difficult for them to fathom God as someone with whom we can relate in a personal way.  
For many, God is more like a cosmic data base – a divine entity that has all the answers to life’s questions.  Our job, then, is to do tap into that cosmic data base and find the answers.  But the idea of developing a personal relationship with God has become for some as align as developing a relationship with a computer.  Both God and a computer serve a useful purpose; it’s just people don’t normally develop a meaningful relationship with either.
But the Bible presents God is being more than a cosmic consciousness or celestial data base that contains all of life’s answers.  The Bible tells us that God is personal.  God is someone with whom we can develop a meaningful relationship.  Not only can we talk to God, but if we’re willing to take time and listen, God through Christ will talk to us.  My point is, God is more than some impersonal cosmic consciousness. 
To illustrate this point, the Bible tells us that God has emotions.   In the First letter of John, the writer tells us that God is love (I John 4:16a).  Only someone with emotions is capable of loving.  
The Bible tells us that God is capable of anger.  Speaking on behalf of God, the ancient prophet Ezekiel said: “I, the Sovereign Lord, have spoken out in the heat of my anger…”  (36:5).  

The Bible also portrays God as being jealous.  Imagine that: God being jealous.  “Of whom could God be jealous” you ask?  God is jealous of anyone or anything that takes priority over our relationship with Him.   Reciting the second of the Ten Commandments, God is quoted as saying, “Do not worship any false images, for I am a jealous God.” (Deut. 5:8)
The Bible also portrays God as caring.  Again the prophet Ezekiel speaks God’s words saying, “I, the Sovereign Lord, tell you that I myself will look for my sheep and take care of them.”  (34:11).  God cares about us.  Just as any loving parent cares about the welfare of his/her children, so God cares about us.
My point is that the Bible clearly demonstrates that God is more than some cosmic consciousness or data base.  The Bible tells us that God is personal.  God yearns to have a genuine, intimate relationship with us.  

In fact, God wants to relate to us so much that God in Jesus became a man to share our humanity.   The Gospel of John records these words: “God’s Word became a human being, full of grace and truth, and lived among us.  We saw his glory, the glory which he received as the Father’s only Son” (1:14). 

In Jesus, God felt every human emotion which is common to us all: joy and sorrow; laughter and pain; anger and calm; grief and fun; life and death.  There wasn’t an emotion that Jesus didn’t experience.  God’s desire to become personal with us led God to become a man, and in Jesus God experienced every emotion that is common to us.  
It’s because of God’s yearning to have a genuine relationship with us that God has a desire to speak with us.  We already know we can talk to God.  After all, isn’t that what most people define as prayer: talking to God?  But prayer is more than just talking to God.  Prayer is also listening for the voice of God.  But as illustrated earlier, it’s both foreign and rare to hear someone claim they’ve actually heard God speak to them.  
Which leads us to ask, “If God is personal and wants to speak to us, how can we know when God is speaking?”  I mean, should we expect God to speak to us audibly even as I am now speaking to you?  After all, didn’t God speak to Abraham outside Abram’s tent?  Didn’t God speak to Moses from a burning bush?  Didn’t God speak to the Apostle Paul on the road to Damascus?  Are we to expect that God’s voice will be audibly heard by sound waves passing through our eardrums?  

I don’t want to imply that hearing the audible voice of God is impossible, for as we’ve seen, there have been those who have been so blessed.  On the other hand, their numbers are few.  Most of us must settle for listening for God’s voice in other ways.  
So what are those ways?  Good question.  Let me respond by identifying several ways you can discern God’s voice.  To do so there are several questions you’ll want to ask and answer before accepting what you hear to be God’s voice.  
First, does the message honor God?  That is, does it glorify God?  Does the message preserve the qualities we believe God possesses?  Qualities such as loving, caring, righteous and just.  Does the message preserve these and similar qualities, or does it seem to compromise them?  For example, can terrorism and the killing of innocent civilians be justified as holy war in the name of God?  
Secondly, does the message mirror righteousness and justice?  If the message appears to have overtones that are immoral or selfish, move slowly.  If the message is more about how we can benefit at the expense of others, we need to be wary.  If the message is about furthering our cause by discrediting the character or motives of others, we need to be guarded.  The Bible tells us that God is just and righteous.  God will not direct someone to act in ways that are contrary to his divine nature.
It’s a biblical truth that whenever God blesses someone, God expects that person to become a blessing to others.  So if we’re discerning whether God wants to bless us in a particular way, we need to discover how that personal blessing is to become a blessing to others.  

Thirdly, does the message have scriptural basis?  In other words, what does the Bible say about the message?  While the Bible was never intended to be a data base containing answers to every imaginable question, the Bible does contain certain timeless truths relevant for all ages.  It’s only by reading and studying the Bible that we can learn those timeless truths.  That’s why it’s so important that we read and study the Bible.  As we learn what these timeless biblical truths are, we can apply them when discerning if a message is from God.  

Lastly, does the message require you to grow in faith?  In other words, are we being asked to take risks to demonstrate that we trust God?   The Bible is replete with instances when God is calling individuals and the Jewish people to trust Him when they have serious doubts.  
Does the message we suspect God is speaking urge us to trust God more than we currently do?  Is God nudging us beyond our comfort zone in order to deepen our faith in Him?  If so, it’s likely the message is genuine.  God is forever calling us to new adventures of faith, pushing us beyond what is familiar and comfortable.
For better than a year now Allison has been in a process of discerning the direction God is leading us into the future.  The process involves more than simply taking a congregational vote that reflects the collective opinions of individuals.  It’s a process that requires we first listen for the voice of God, learning to differentiate between what we want and what God wants.  It’s a process that pushes us to grow in faith, learning to trust God even when we have serious doubts.  After all, that’s the nature of faith.

As your pastor, I pray that as we move forward in this process, each of us will attempt to hear God’s voice, trust His message, and unite as we follow His lead.  

AMEN.  Join me as we pray together. 
PRAYER

Lord God, remind us how personal You are, and how much You yearn to relate to us.  Help us to listen for Your voice, that we may distinguish it from the competing voices within and around us.  Amen.
