How to Hear God’s Voice #9

“An Eye Test for Our Ears”

selected Scriptures
In preparing this message, I realized that the content dealt with our spiritual viewpoints of several matters. Since this is a series on “How to Hear God’s Voice,” I came up with what I thought was a clever title: “An Eye Test for Our Ears.” I entered that phrase into a Google search in order to find a graphic for the kid’s bulletin and I was shocked to learn that my novel idea wasn’t so novel after all.

It turns out that “an eye test for the ears” typically refers to videonystagmography (VNG) or electronystagmography (ENG)—tests that evaluate your inner ear and balance system by tracking involuntary eye movements.
 As always, “there’s nothing new under the sun.”
Our Scripture reading this morning, taken from Amos 8, reveals a serious issue that affect many right down to our own day. Verses 11-12 state, “The days are coming,” declares the Sovereign Lord, “when I will send a famine through the land—not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the Lord. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the Lord, but they will not find it.” 
In the spiritual realm, if we are having problems with our ears (hearing God’s voice) the root problem may have to do with our eyes (our spiritual viewpoints). This morning I want to consider a few areas that might need adjusting.

A Deficient View of God 

The first potential problem is a deficient view of God. In John 8:19, Jesus said to the religious leaders of His day—the ones who were supposed to know God the best—“You do not know me or my Father. If you knew me, you would know my Father also.” In his book Knowing God, J. I. Packer comments:

We need to frankly face ourselves at this point. We are, perhaps, orthodox evangelicals. We can state the gospel clearly, and can smell unsound doctrine a mile away. If anyone asks us how men may know God we can at once produce the right formula—that we come to know God through Jesus Christ the Lord. Yet the gaiety, goodness and unfetteredness of spirit which are marks of those who have known God are rare among us—rarer, perhaps, than they are to some other Christian circles where, by comparison, evangelical truth is less clearly and fully known. Here, too, it would seem that the last may prove to be first, and the first last. A little knowledge of God is worth more than a great deal of knowledge about Him.

There is a big difference between the two.

We may feel that God is uninvolved with His creation, watching as a spectator but not actively participating. This was the view of the Deists, and is still common today. These folks believe in God, that He created the world, but He is sitting back and observing, like someone who winds up a clock or watch and lets it run. Proponents of this view would not expect God to speak to anyone about anything.

Or we may think that God is preoccupied, too busy dealing with the really big problems of the world to be interested in my piddly little issues. Or we may be afraid of God, that He will discover our desires or fears and use them against us. The list goes on and on. (J. B. Phillips wrote an excellent book on this subject entitled Your God Is Too Small,
 where he identifies over a dozen deficient views about God.)

It could be that our emotions have disfigured our view of God. Many are angry at God because of something He allowed to happen in their life, if not in the world at large.  Can you really hear someone else when you are angry, bitter, resentful, and hostile toward him? I don’t think so. 

Perhaps a spouse or parent or child died, or the finances collapsed. No matter what the event, they don’t understand why God allowed it; so they become angry toward Him. When they pray, they seem to continually recall those bitter moments and express their anger. They want to blame God for their problems. They pray and suddenly discover their hostility gushing forth out of their mouths toward God. He will not retaliate. He understands our anger, but we must recognize that our rage obstructs our spiritual ears. Emotions so out of control make it impossible to receive any words from the Lord.

So whether it is intellectual or emotional, a deficient view of God will hinder our ability to hear His voice.

A Defective View of Ourselves  

Another issue is a defective view of ourselves. Some have an over-inflated view of themselves, fueled by pride, thinking they do not need God. Others have a poor self-esteem that hampers their ability to hear God. How many times have we heard people say, “Why would God want to speak to me? I am not a preacher or in full–time Christian service. Why in the world would He want to communicate with me?”

The truth is, we are children of the living God. The Bible tells us in Romans 8:15-16, “You received the Spirit of sonship [or adoption]. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.” Fathers just naturally want to speak to their children; fathers just naturally want their sons or daughters to listen to them. Unfortunately, we often see ourselves in an unworthy light, and when we do, we wonder why a great, magnificent God would speak to us. God could scream in that case, and we could not hear Him.

Psalm 139 provides a marvelous comment upon the Father’s perfect knowledge of us and His abundant love for us, just the way we are:

O Lord, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O Lord. You hem me in—behind and before; you have laid your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain.

He knows us, He loves us, He accepts us—warts and all. We are His adopted children.

Another issue that gives us a defective view of ourselves before God is guilt. There are two kinds of guilt. One is true guilt, that is, it stems from sin against God; we are responsible for it and we have to deal with it. The second is false guilt, which Satan places on us; this occurs when the devil accuses us sins that were the responsibility of someone else or sins that have already been forgiven.

A scene in Zechariah 3:1-6 helps me understand the truth in this matter.

Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan standing at his right side to accuse him. The Lord said to Satan, “The Lord rebuke you, Satan! The Lord, who has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! Is not this man a burning stick snatched from the fire?” 

Now Joshua was dressed in filthy clothes as he stood before the angel. The angel said to those who were standing before him, “Take off his filthy clothes.” 

Then he said to Joshua, “See, I have taken away your sin, and I will put rich garments on you.” 

Then I said, “Put a clean turban on his head.” So they put a clean turban on his head and clothed him, while the angel of the Lord stood by.

Scholars debate whether the “angel of the Lord” is a pre-incarnate appearance of God the Son. Whether this is true or not, John tells us in 1 John 2:1, “We have an advocate who pleads our case before the Father. He is Jesus Christ, the one who is truly righteous” [nlt]. Jesus acts as our defense attorney before the Father, raising objections every time Satan tries to falsely accuse us.

It is true that Christians are sinners saved by grace. But are sins are in fact forgiven, and that allows us to approach our Heavenly Father in prayer. Don’t allow the sins of your past (or someone else’s sins) to keep you from hearing the voice of God.

A Distorted View of Prayer 

Finally, some fail to hear God’s voice because of a distorted view of prayer. Some people do not fully believe that God speaks today, that His voice was only heard in the past. If we think we get direction only through Scripture, then we will miss out on much of what God has to share, because He will speak often through His Spirit, circumstances, and other people. And God doesn’t speak to just an elite few. We are all in the same category when it comes to His speaking and our listening. He treats all His children on an equal basis.

Now we know that God does not speak to us in an audible voice. He will use a variety of means, sometimes other people, to communicate His message. And that can become a problem. We may not like the one God uses. Sometimes a husband doesn’t want to hear God speak through his wife. Sometimes a wife doesn’t want to hear God speak through her husband. They think they are simply turning each other off, when in reality they might be turning God off. 

God will speak to us not only through unwelcome people but also through objectionable circumstances. When God spoke to the apostle Paul on the Damascus Road, the circumstances were less than favorable, because the Spirit of God knocked Paul down and blinded him. Our circumstances, too, may be less than desirable. That doesn’t mean that God can’t speak through them. Sometimes because of our rebellion against God, He has to get our attention the hard way. God isn’t brutal, but He will do what He has to, to build godly character. We may not like the vessel or situation through which He speaks, but if we listen, it will accomplish His task, and that is the most important thing.

Others have a distorted view of prayer because they were led to believe prayer was something it isn’t. They may have heard through a well meaning (or not-so-well-meaning) person that God has promised to answer all of our prayers. No matter what we ask, He has bound Himself to give us what we want. We can name it and claim it, and they have verses to back it up.

Last Sunday night a question was raised concerning Matthew 21:21-22,

Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, if you have faith and do not doubt, not only can you do what was done to the fig tree, but also you can say to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and it will be done. If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.”

My answer was to point out the condition of Jesus’ words: if you have faith and do not doubt and if you believe. The key is not how much faith you have but what your faith is in. Televangelists and Word of Faith teachers will say you should have faith in your faith, but that is clearly wrong, for nowhere in Scripture are we to put faith in ourselves. Others say you should have faith that God exists, that nothing is impossible for Him. That is closer to the truth, for Hebrews 11:6 tells us, “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” Yet there must be more to it than that, for James 2:19 says, “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.” So what is it? 

I believe the key is what we believe about God. If we believe that God is all-knowing, all-powerful, and sovereign, then we know that nothing is impossible to God—except acting contrary to His nature and His plan. We can pray all we want, fully convinced that what we are asking for is good, but if it goes against God’s ultimate plan, it will not happen. That is why it is so important that we always pray, “Not my will but Yours be done.” Therefore, if we believe that God’s ways are best, and we pray that His will be done, nothing will stand in the way of that prayer. Regardless of the obstacles or challenges, if we are praying in accordance with God’s will, that prayer will be answered.

Let me repeat the wise counsel of Robert Law: “The purpose of prayer is not to get man’s will done in heaven, but to get God’s will done on earth.”
 Think of being in a boat approaching the shore. We toss a rope to someone on the dock and they tie their end to it. Are we trying to pull to boat to the dock, or are we trying to pull to dock to the boat? Of course, we are trying to pull the boat to the dock! In the same way, prayer is not trying to pull God into my way of seeing things; it is about pulling myself into God’s way of seeing things. When that becomes the focus, we will never be disappointed in prayer.

Are you having trouble hearing God’s voice? Maybe you need an eye test…for your ears! Perhaps you have a deficient view of God, or a defective view of yourself, or a distorted view of prayer. Whatever the case, correct your spiritual vision based on the truth of God’s Word, and you will be amazed how it improves your spiritual hearing.
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