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Hearing God, Dallas Willard  (2012)  

[Dallas lived a better life, a life with God, and his 
books help the rest of us read ourselves into a better life. He 
learned about hearing God by experience. Being close to God 
means communicating with him--a 2-way street.] How can 
you be sure God is speaking to you? We learn by experience.  

Hearing God? What if we are made for it? What if we 
will not function properly without it? Isn’t it presumptuous 
and dangerous  to undertake life without hearing God? Good 
things we have set our hearts on become real only as we 
choose them. After collecting a few disasters and learning that 
actions are forever, that opportunities seldom return and that 
consequences are relentless, we hungrily cry to God, Thy will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven! 

God has created us for intimate friendship with him-
self—both now and forever. This is the Christian viewpoint. 
We truly live at the mercy of our ideas; this is never truer than 
with our ideas about God. Doing the will of God differs from 
just doing what God wants us to do. Hearing God makes sense 
only in the framework of His will leading the life he wants for 
us. And that leaves room for initiative on our part: our individ-
ual initiatives are central to his will for us.  

We are worthless slaves; we have done only what we 
ought to have done! (Lk 17:7-10; Mt 5:20) The watchword of 
the worthy servant is not mere obedience but love, from which 
obedience flows. Those who think in terms of doing what they 
are told retain the attitude of the unprofitable servant. We des-
perately need people who are competent and confident in their 
practice of life in Christ and hearing his voice. Merely know-
ing what God wants us to do doesn’t allow us to understand 
and enter the radiant life before the shining face of God that is 
offered to us in the grace of the gospel. Such talk places many 
sincere Christians on the outside, looking in. They may lack 
the experience of hearing God or don’t understand how expe-
rience works. It undermines their confidence of being fully ac-
ceptable to God.  

My confidence came from experiences in a series of 
revival meetings as a young man. During those meetings I be-
came accustomed to interacting with a characteristic type of 
thought and impulse. In the most primary of senses, the word 
of God is simply God speaking. The same Spirit who deliv-
ered the Scriptures to holy men of old speaks today in the 
hearts of those who gather around the written Word to minis-
ter and be ministered to. Only if this happened could I avoid 
being just another clever letter-learned scribe. I am distressed 
at how often people identify some brutal event as God’s 
will—even when it clearly came from a decision made by hu-
man beings.  

God’s visits to Adam and Eve in the Garden, Enoch’s 
walks with God and the face-to-face conversations between 
Moses and Jehovah were not meant to be exceptional. Rather, 
they are examples of the normal human life God intended for 
us all: speaking and being spoken to. A regular place of com-
munion and conversational interchange between the high 
priest and God was established in the mercy seat over the ark 
of God (Ex 25:22; Lk 1:11-21). The Spirit who inhabits us is 
not mute. The saga continues up to our own day in the lives of 

those recognized as leaders in the spiritual life. We see in each 
case one who regards personal communication with God as 
life-changing episodes and daily bread. Our knowledge of God 
rests on revelation of his personal presence--to those who have 
never been confronted with it argument is useless, while to 
those who have, it is superfluous. Authority in spiritual leader-
ship derives from a life in the Spirit, from a personal encoun-
ter and ongoing relationship with God.  

God’s communications come to us in many forms. 
We may have wrong motives for seeking to hear from Him. 
By nature we live in the future. The great businesses and halls 
of government are filled with experts and technocrats, our 
modern-day magicians and soothsayers. The age-old trades of 
palm reading and fortune telling still flourish. I fear that many 
people seek to hear God solely to obtain their own safety, 
comfort and sense of being righteous. It is still true that those 
who want to save their life will lose it (Mt 16:25). So long as 
there is some thought of personal advantage, of acquiring the 
praise and commendation of men, of self-aggrandizement, it 
will be impossible to find out God’s purpose concerning us. 
God will not cooperate. Responsibility and initiative are the 
heart of our relationship with God. Misconceiving the nature 
of our heavenly Father and his intent for us creates an over-
whelming problem. All human troubles come from thinking of 
God wrongly, which means thinking about ourselves wrongly. 
Character development rather than direction is the primary 
purpose of the Father. The parent must guide in such a manner 
that autonomous character, capable of making right decisions 
for itself, is produced. God does the same. Our failure to hear 
God has its deepest roots in failure to understand, accept and 
grow into a conversational relationship. God has purposes and 
will accomplish them, but he develops people who do them. 
Most conversation between God and us is to help us under-
stand those purposes.  

The gushing pleasure of small children as they help 
their parents comes from the expansion of the child’s little self 
through immersion in the life of a larger self to which the 
child is lovingly abandoned. With their parents, children do 
big things they cannot undertake alone. But they have no inter-
est in doing them apart from the parent’s interest, attention and 
affection that comes along with it. When, in the manner appro-
priate to those involved in a marriage relationship, 2 become 
one, they identify with one another, expanding their selves and 
their world. In this union of souls it is not right for one person 
to always tell the other what to do. And so it is in our union 
with God, a person both loving and beloved. 

God accepts the role of taskmaster only when ap-
pointed by our limited understanding. He thus condescends to 
us because our consciousness can rise no higher. We demean 
God immeasurably by casting him in the role of cosmic boss. 
Instead, we are to be God’s friends. Many of us have our own 
versions of the witch of Endor (1 Sam 28). Guidance will be 
given in a manner suitable to our particular lives and circum-
stances. Our experience of God could never be like others. 
One of the most serious and severe doctrinal struggles in the 
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early church was over the question of whether Jesus was au-
thentically human. His closest friends and associates could not 
see his divinity. Jesus’ redemptive presence in history is easy 
to state, but only the inward assistance of God will enable us 
to base our lives on it. Our humanity will not prevent us from 
knowing and interacting with God as the apostles did. Those 
who lived through those experiences felt very much as we 
would have if we had been in their place. Unless this comes 
home to us, the things that happened to the people in the Bible 
will remain unreal to us.  

Two common problems in Christian groups: 1) It be-
comes simply a book of doctrine, of abstract truth about God. 
2) We stop reading the Bible altogether when we do not un-
derstand the experience of biblical characters in terms of how 
we experience life’s events. We do not know and are not 
taught how to understand the experience of biblical characters 
as how they experienced life. We must engage our God-given 
imaginations as we read the stories of people who encountered 
God. We must ask ourselves what it would be like if we were 
Moses standing by the bush to take seriously the possibility of 
divine guidance. And if we don’t take it seriously, then we 
won’t enter into it. We were important enough for God to give 
his Son’s life and choose us to inhabit as a living temple. Re-
flect—meditation. Respond (Pray)—oration. Rest—contem-
plation. 
 God explained his policy about humility and hearing 
him. Humility opens the way for God to work because he re-
sists the proud (1 Pet 5:5). Meekness is a condition of guid-
ance and teaching. The whole being becomes so open to im-
pression that there is inward recognition and choice of the will 
of God. God guides by swaying the judgment--a frame of 
mind and heart in which we are fitted to be guided; and God 
touches the scales and makes the balance to sway as he will. 
But our hands must be off the scales. We refrain from pretend-
ing we are what we know we are not, from presuming a favor-
able position for ourselves and from pushing or trying to over-
ride the will of others. 

The infallibility of the messenger and the message 
does not guarantee infallibility of our reception. Being right is 
one of the hardest burdens we must bear, and few succeed 
gracefully. “Lord, when we are wrong, make us willing to 
change, and when we are right, make us easy to live with!” 
Knowledge puffs up, whereas love builds up. This is so even if 
we are hearing God. 

In many of this world’s religions, the favor of the 
gods is sought simply because of its advantages. The next step 
beyond mere faith that God is here is an often powerful sense 
of God’s presence. We need considerable experience to learn 
how to recognize and assess the meanings of such impres-
sions. Corporate sensing is a well-known phenomenon, when 
many people synchronize their activities in a gathering. It is 
clear that one person’s concentration on another frequently 
evokes a reciprocal awareness. Life with results beyond the 
natural depends on intimate interactions between us and God, 
who is present. All who are led by the Spirit of God are chil-
dren of God  (Rm 8:14).  

It remains your life guided through your own under-
standing, deliberation and decisions. For this purpose God 
communicates with you so that you can live as God’s friend 
yet govern your own life. God communicates through what we 

recognize as a voice or as words addressed to—or through—
us. The primary manner of communication from God to us is 
the Word of God. We come to understand God through im-
mersion with him in his work. We often know what he is 
thinking and intending to do. The worthy, useful servant sees 
what needs to be done and simply does it. We become so close 
to God that we do not have to wait to hear his words--com-
munion, at a deeper level of 2 persons on the level of the un-
seen. In many cases our need to wonder about or be told what 
God wants in a situation indicates how little we are engaged in 
his work. He intends that we grow to the point that doing what 
we want is part of His intent for us; that what we want is 
shared understanding with God, our friend. We are not driven 
to servanthood but drawn to it. (Prov 3:5-6). Our desires 
match God’s and we are empowered to do what we and God 
want. Trying to create the greatest possible good gives us the 
responsibility to exercise dominion to do good. Even as we do, 
we work out the desires of our hearts within the boundaries of 
the divine conversation. 

Our resolution of the problems of the world begins 
now (Col 1:19-29). God guides us in many ways, but his direct 
communication with us, by word and by shared activity, is 
most important. I believe in miracle, but not too much miracle, 
for that would weaken us, make us dependent on miracle in-
stead of our obedience to natural law. Just enough miracle to 
let us know He is there, but not too much, lest we depend on it 
when we should depend on our own initiative and His pro-
cesses for our development. An exalted view of the Bible does 
not free us from the responsibility of learning to talk with God 
and hear him in the ways he speaks to us. 

Our ideas and assumptions determine what we see or 
hear or what stories mean to us. Our beliefs and opinions can-
not be changed by stories and miraculous events alone. Wit-
nessing God’s interventions in our lives does not clear up our 
confusion or straighten the entanglements of our hearts. They 
may only entertain or confuse us. They may stimulate us to 
seek understanding, but do not give it to us. Our understanding 
must grow before we appreciate what we experience as God 
intervenes in our lives. We must correctly understand God and 
his ways. That is why the rich man was told, Let them hear 
Moses and the prophets. Scriptures provide us with a general 
understanding of God and inspire and cultivate faith.  

You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God. Jesus 
authenticated that this word to Peter was indeed from His Fa-
ther. But Peter showed that he did not understand it himself. 
God’s greatness makes him able, available and ready to hear 
and speak personally with his creatures! Let the children come 
to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the 
kingdom of heaven belongs (Mt 19:14). When he speaks, it is 
to accomplish his purposes in our lives. While it is available to 
everyone who walks with God, it is not at our disposal as we 
see fit. When our lives are devoted to the will of God, he has 
reason to speak to us.  

There is a special burden of unbelief borne by West-
ern civilization for the last several hundred years--that it is un-
scientific to believe that God could speak to us or guide us. 
The social institution of higher education stands in world cul-
ture as the source of unquestioned authority as far as 
knowledge is concerned. It throws its weight behind a picture 
of reality without God. It presumes that you can have the best 
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education possible and be ignorant of God. One of the most 
difficult issues we face in hearing God concerns the “how” of 
it all. To communicate across such a distance, we must go 
through an intervening physical reality. God permits Christ to 
be nearer to us even than our own eyes, ears and brain. It is 
“in him” that we “live, and move, and have our being” (Acts 
17:28). Spirit is unbodily personal power. God is not looking 
for a holy place. Places are holy because God is there. I try to 
learn where God has left traces of himself. They are found in 
the purposeful order that appears within nature and history as 
well as in the purposeful interventions that show up in our in-
dividual lives.  

The order of events throughout our world strongly 
suggests that there is a providential and personal oversight of 
our world and our lives. The steady will of Christ constitutes 
the law of the universe and makes it a cosmos instead of a 
chaos, just as his will brought it into being in the beginning. 
There is a general recognition among physicists that thought 
or the mind is primary to physical reality: “It is not possible to 
formulate the laws of quantum mechanics without reference to 
consciousness.” We do not know what Humanity really is, or 
of what achievements it is capable, until Divinity indwells it. 
We only know what Matter is when Spirit dwells in it; we 
only know what Man is when God dwells in him. Our faith 
will be strengthened by whatever understanding we can ac-
quire. 

God’s relation to the world is similar to your relation 
to your body. You inhabit your body, yet it is not possible to 
locate or physically identify you—or any act of your con-
sciousness or element of your character—at any point in your 
body. God inhabits space, though he infinitely exceeds it as 
well (1 Kings 8:27). The whole earth is full of his glory (Is 
6:3). The heavens are the throne of God, and the earth is his 
footstool (Is 66:1; Mt 5:34; 23:22). Your whole body is acces-
sible to you, and you are accessible through it as your con-
sciousness plays over and through your whole body. The eyes 
of the LORD range throughout the entire earth, to strengthen 
those whose heart is true to him (2 Chron 16:9). Would that all 
the LORD’s people were prophets, and that the LORD would 
put his spirit on them! (Nm 11:29). When we lead as shep-
herds, our confidence is in only one thing: the word of the 
Great Shepherd, coming through us or, otherwise, to his sheep. 

One aspect of hearing God is receiving his guidance. 
These thoughts are not from us. The human spirit becomes the 
candle of the LORD (Prov 20:27). Scripture teaches that the 
less dramatic the message, the fuller the content and the more 
advanced the person who is receiving the message. If you 
study the lives of Moses and Abraham, you will see that this is 
true. When I seek for something, I look for it everywhere. Six 
ways God addresses people within the biblical record: a phe-
nomenon plus a voice; a supernatural messenger or an angel; 
dreams and visions; an audible voice; the human voice; the 
human spirit or the “still, small voice.” Abraham. Moses. At 
Jesus’ baptism an audible voice was heard. It was heard by 
Saul and those with him (Acts 9:3-8). People encountered an-
gels in an otherwise normal state of mind. A dream is a lower 
form of communication from God than a vision  and requires 
greater interpretation. A clear consciousness when receiving 
revelation is placed higher than ecstasy or other abnormal 
states of mind. Of all the ways a message comes from within 

the experience of the person addressed, the form of one’s own 
thoughts and attendant feelings is the most common path for 
hearing God. The spirit of man is the candle of the LORD, 
searching all the inward parts of the belly. (Pr 20:27) Man’s 
spirit is the lamp of Yahweh, searching his deepest self. But we 
have the mind of Christ (1 Cor 2:16).  

As we grow in grace, God’s laws increasingly form 
the foundation of our hearts; his love is our love, his faith our 
faith. Our very awareness of our actions, intentions and sur-
roundings then bears within it the view that God takes, bring-
ing things into the clarity of his vision just as a candle might 
illuminate what is on our dinner table. In this way we are ad-
dressed by him, spoken to by him through our own thoughts. 
We see our spirit functioning as the candle of the Lord. God 
comes to us in and through our thoughts, perceptions and ex-
periences, and can approach our conscious life through them, 
for they are the substance of our lives. We are, therefore, to be 
transformed by the renewing of our minds. Although reoccur-
ring thoughts do not always indicate that God is speaking, they 
are not to be lightly disregarded. We can pray heartily with the 
psalmist, Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and 
know my thoughts (Ps 139:23).  

There is nothing in Scripture to indicate that the bibli-
cal modes of God’s communication with humans have been 
superseded or abolished. One of the most damaging things we 
can do to people’s spiritual prospects is to suggest that God 
will not deal with people specifically, personally, intelligibly 
and consciously. Once we convey this false idea to people, it 
makes no sense to attempt to lead them into a personal rela-
tionship with God. This Bible deism similarly holds that God 
gave us the Bible and then went away, leaving us to make 
what we could of it, with no individual communication either 
through the Bible or otherwise. Sadducees did not accept indi-
vidual communications with God either. If our gospel does not 
free us for a unique life of spiritual adventure in living with 
God daily, we have not entered fully into the good news that 
Jesus brought. Recognizing God’s voice is something we learn 
through experience and experimentation. The still, small voice 
doesn’t have to be interpreted. Usually its meaning is as clear 
as it was to Moses. Jesus never had a vision, but Paul did. The 
one closer to God receives the clearer communication. We are 
able to love our neighbor as ourselves only if we are in inward 
conversation with God. When Christ’s abiding presence be-
comes our guide, then guidance becomes an unconscious re-
sponse to the gentle moving of His Holy Spirit within us.  
  Faith, like great strength in general, is revealed by the 
ease of its workings. God created, rules and redeems through 
his word. Through words, soul impacts soul. We most clearly 
see spirit in ourselves as the force that belongs to thought, 
emotion and intention. It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh is 
useless. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life 
(Jn 6:63). Through his words Jesus imparted himself and con-
ferred on those who received his words the powers of God’s 
sovereign rule. If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, 
ask for whatever you wish, and it will be done for you (Jn 
15:7). He who thinks speaks in his heart. Matthew 9:2-4, Some 
of the scribes said to themselves, ‘This man is blaspheming.’ 
The human mind simply “speaks” and what it wishes is done 
in the voluntary motions of the body—the hands, the feet and 
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the face—and the voluntary wide-ranging journeys of our in-
ward thoughts. In the realm of our finiteness we learn how to 
do some things but we do not consciously learn how to move 
our fingers, tongues or feet. 

A realization of how our own thoughts (inner words) 
translate into acts of creation is vital if we are gain a sense of 
God’s rule through his word. What we call natural laws must 
be regarded as God’s thoughts and intentions as to how the 
world should run. God himself speaks every day and in every 
place to the eyes of all men  (Ps 19). The New Testament is 
the story of people’s increasing understanding of who Jesus 
was. All government exists to some degree by consent of the 
governed. A ruler rules by words, understandings, allegiances 
and alliances. Our skepticism comes from the fact that we of-
ten speak words unaccompanied by faith and authority. Our 
experience hinders rather than helps our faith.  

They returned rejoicing in the knowledge that even 
demons were subject to them through the name of their Master 
(Lk 10:17). This seems to have had the effect of settling the 
Lord’s mind on what we might call “the extended incarna-
tional plan” for delivering humanity. It was only at this point 
that Jesus saw Satan in defeat, through the transfer of the word 
of God and its power to ordinary people who could then speak 
for God under his government (Lk 10:18). In this touching 
passage (Lk 10:21-24), Jesus seems positively gleeful, as in no 
other scriptural passage. Realizing vividly the meaning of 
these events, he then informed his followers with assurance 
that his Father had turned everything over to him—All things 
have been handed over to me by my Father—and that he, Je-
sus Christ, was to be totally in charge of the revelation of the 
Father to humanity (v. 22).  

Because Israel failed to fulfill its divine appointment 
of being the light of the world, of showing the world how to 
live under God, Jesus finally said to the Israelites of his day, 
Therefore, I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away 
from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the 
kingdom. The Jewish people would no longer be the exclusive 
people of God, God’s official address on earth. Rarely does 
Jesus pray for a need brought before him. Rather, he normally 
addresses it or performs some action in relation to it. There are 
degrees of power in speaking the word of God and prayer is 
necessary to heighten that power. We are called to grow into 
this capacity to speak with God, in the degree of power ap-
pointed by him for us individually. We see the apostles speak-
ing with God in the book of Acts and less so in the Gospels. 
Elisha was one of the greatest practitioners of kingdom rule 
with his God. We grow in our confidence that reality, includ-
ing the material world, is a kingdom in which authority, per-
sonal relationship and communication (words) are basic to the 
way things run. We can count on God himself to lead us into 
whatever we are to do. He will do this in a way suitable to our 
lives and his calling for us.  

Satanism and demonism operate on a principle--from 
a power that is personal but evil. Magic and witchcraft, by 
contrast, are forms of superstition--the power resides in the 
words used or in the rituals taken by themselves. If we did, we 
would indeed  engage in superstitious practices. The combined 
condition of faith, love, hope and understanding present in 
those who work with the word of God connects with the effect 

to be brought about. This condition forms the appropriate 
channel from the supply to the need.  

Many professing Christians have little except super-
stition in their religious activities. Legalism, superstition and 
magic are closely joined by their emphasis on controlling peo-
ple and events. In 2 different cases in the book of Acts the 
word and work of God were mistaken for magic by those 
without understanding--Simon the sorcerer in Acts 8. In Acts 
19 the 7 sons of Sceva saw the miracles worked by God with 
Paul and Paul with God. They listened to the words Paul used, 
mistaking them for incantations rather than intelligent dis-
course within a society or kingdom. Believers who had been 
using spells and practicing magic forsook such practices, real-
izing the great disparity between the realm of magic and the 
kingdom of God.  

While the Bible is the written Word of God. Jesus 
Christ is the living Word. God reigns in his kingdom through 
his speaking. Speaking is reserved to himself. It fixes those 
boundaries in principle, though it does not provide the detailed 
communications that God may have with individual believers 
today. Those who receive the grace of God’s saving compan-
ionship in his word are also fitted to show humankind how to 
live. Insight on how to live can be provided effectively only 
by those who are prepared to lead by example. It is by the kind 
of life that is in us as examples of God’s indwelling that we re-
veal the foundation for communicating God’s redeeming word 
and Spirit to an ever-larger circle of human beings--the pro-
cess of redemption. It is through the action of the word of God 
upon us, through us and with us that we come to have the 
mind of Christ and live fully in the kingdom of God. 

Nicodemus claimed to recognize God at work. Jesus 
said, No one can see the kingdom of God without being born 
from above (Jn 3:3). Life is a definite range of activities and 
responses. Jesus taught us, Give, and it will be given to you 
(Lk 6:38). Our minds and lives and must be washed out by the 
entry of God’s word. The unfolding of your words gives light 
(Ps 119:130).  

Christ through his word removes old routines in the 
heart and mind and in their place puts his thoughts, attitudes, 
beliefs, ways of seeing and interpreting things, his words. In 
the place of confusion and falsehood he brings clarity, truth, 
love, confidence and hopefulness. Vessels of wrath become 
vessels of patience and kindness. We have the character to 
which listening for God’s voice is natural. In the progress of 
God’s redemptive work, communication advances into com-
munion, and communion into union. 
 Why are you afraid, you of little faith? (Mt 8:26). 
They had great faith in him, but not in God. The not I, but sin 
of Romans 7 must be taken with the not I, but Christ of Gala-
tians 2:20. The written Word of God expresses his mind. As 
we read and study it we come to share a natural connection be-
tween use of the Bible and union with Christ. The Bible ex-
presses the mind of God through its pages. Thus we come to 
share his thoughts, attitudes and life. Scripture establishes 
communion and opens the way to union. We are spiritually 
safe in our use of the Bible if we read with a submissive atti-
tude. Subordinate your desire to find the truth to your desire to 
do it. 
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We should begin with familiar Scripture, such as 
Psalm 23, the Lord’s Prayer, the Sermon on the Mount, 1 Co-
rinthians 13 or Romans 8. The train of development is: 1. In-
formation 2. Long for it to be so 3. Affirm that it must be so 4. 
Invoke to God to make it so 5. Appropriate by God’s grace 
that it is so. 

John speaks to us from the authority of his experi-
ence, just as Abraham spoke to his eldest servant when send-
ing him into an unknown land to find a wife for Isaac (Gen 
24). To confidently distinguish and recognize God’s voice 
comes only with experience. The circumstances of our daily 
life are an infallible indication of God’s will when they concur 
with the inward promptings of the spirit and the Word of God. 
So long as they are stationary, wait. When you act, they will 
open, and a way will be made through oceans and rivers, 
wastes and rocks. It is just as essential for the Holy Spirit to 
reveal the truth of Scripture to the reader today as it was for 
Him to inspire the writers thereof in their day. In denying the 
present inspiration of the Holy Spirit, we make Scripture the 
province of the letter-learned scribe. Circumstances, impres-
sions of the Spirit, and passages from the Bible serve to cor-
rect each other.  

The quality of God’s voice is a matter of the weight 
or impact of an impression on our consciousness. Assent or 
compliance is frequently given before the content of the com-
munication is fully grasped. We sense inwardly the immediate 
power of God’s voice. The voice of the subconscious argues 
with you, tries to convince you; but the inner voice of God just 
speaks and is self-authenticating. People left the presence of 
Jesus with heads and hearts full of thoughts and convictions 
that he had authored in them through the power of God’s voice 
and word with which he spoke. The voice of God speaking in 
our souls also bears within itself a characteristic spirit. It is a 
spirit of exalted peacefulness and confidence, of joy, of sweet 
reasonableness and of goodwill. It is the spirit of Jesus. You 
must distinguish between the peripheral messages of Scripture 
and the essential messages.  

God is light and in him there is no darkness at all (1 
Jn 1:5). This is a principle. No specific word that is from God 
will ever contradict such principles. Whoever follows me will 
never walk in darkness but will have the light of life (Jn 8:12). 
Any voice that promises exemption from suffering and failure 
is most certainly not God’s voice. What we discern as we 
learn to recognize God’s voice in our heart is a certain weight 
or force, a spirit and a content in the thoughts that come in 
God’s communications to us. We must be alert to any voice 
that contrasts with the weight, spirit and content of God’s 
voice, spirit and content. All of the words that we are receive 
from God pass through our own thoughts and perceptions. 

Infallibility in discerning the mind of God does not fit 
the human condition. It should not be desired, much less ex-
pected, from our relationship with God. The [written] Word is 
the wire along which the voice of God will certainly come to 
you if the heart is hushed and the attention fixed. This sense of 
being seized in the presence of Scripture, in a manner so 
widely shared, gives the Bible its power to assure us in the 
face of our continuing fallibility. We stand within a commu-
nity of the spoken to. God’s word frequently comes in a way 
that approximates the experience of an audible voice. 

Direct, daily access to God and his kingdom is for all 
believers--confidence, comfort and peace. Numbers 6:24-
25:The LORD bless you and keep you .The Lord make his face 
to shine upon you. The Lord look right at you. When God says 
to us, “Seek my face,” our response is: “Thy face, O LORD, 
will I seek” (Ps 27:8). 

We can get by in life with a God who does not speak. 
But it is not much of a life, certainly not the life God intends 
for us. Without real communication from God, our view of the 
world is very impersonal, however glorious we may find 
God’s creation. God protects us from mad religionists and le-
galism. The leaders of the people “knew” that this man Jesus 
was a sinner because they “knew” the Bible. In their own way 
they shared Nicodemus’s problem of not being able to see the 
kingdom of God—though sure that they did. They could look 
at the greatest works of love and righteousness and if they did 
not conform either to their legalistic ideas of what the Bible or 
their church teaches, or to what their own subjective experi-
ences confirm, they could condemn them. A quality of life like 
those in Scripture is available. It is essential to the strength of 
our faith that we inwardly identify with Samuel’s experience 
as he conversed with the Lord in the midst of Jesse’s family. 
We have specific and full cognitive content concerning what is 
to be done and what will happen. 

The form such inspiration took was thoughts and per-
ceptions of the distinctive character that these people had 
learned by experience to recognize as the voice of God in their 
own souls. The thoughts and perceptions were their thoughts 
and perceptions. Paul distinguishes clearly between what the 
Lord said through him and what he was saying on his own. 
His thoughts and perceptions were his, but God’s also. Paul 
recognized them as the distinctive character that he knew well 
and worked with in confidence. What we understand in any 
area of our lives determines what we believe, and therefore 
governs our practice and action. Faith is not opposed to 
knowledge but to sight. And grace is not opposed to effort but 
to earning. Commitment is sustained by insight. He commands 
us to love him with all our mind as well as with all our heart, 
soul and strength (Mk 12:30; Prov 1–8). It is the will of God 
that we study his ways of communicating with us. While 
God’s communications come through experiences of many 
kinds, their detailed meaning takes the form of the inner voice, 
a characteristic type of thought or perception. Our ability to 
recognize God’s voice in our souls and distinguish it from 
competing voices is acquired by effort and experimentation—
on God’s part and ours.  

One great cause of confusion is to make infallibility a 
condition of hearing God. The infallibility of the speaker does 
not guarantee infallibility of the hearer. Recognition of a cer-
tain voice is often the cue for someone to stop listening or 
even to distort the message. This often happens in the divine-
human conversation. Let anyone with ears to hear listen! And 
he said to them, Pay attention to what you hear; the measure 
you give will be the measure you get, and still more will be 
given you. For to those who have, more will be given; and 
from those who have nothing, even what they have will be 
taken away (Mk 4:23-25). Those who do not want to hear 
what God has to say will position themselves before God in 
this way: they may indeed look, but not perceive, and may in-
deed listen, but not understand (Mk 4:12). If we really want to 
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run our own lives without any interference from God, our per-
ceptual mechanisms will filter out his voice or twist it to our 
own purposes. 

People who understand and desire to hear God’s 
voice want to hear it when life is uneventful just as much as 
when they face trouble or big decisions. Our failure to hear his 
voice when we want to is due to the fact that we want it only 
when we think we need it. At heart we only want to get out of 
trouble or make the decisions that will be best for us. Many 
think of divine communication only as something to help them 
avoid trouble. ‘Lord, I need to know what you want me to do, 
and I am listening. Please speak to me through my friends, 
books, magazines and circumstances.’  We should pay a spe-
cial kind of attention both to what is going on within us and to 
our surrounding circumstances. Be still each day for a short 
time, sitting before God in meditation, and ask the Holy Spirit 
to reveal to you the truth of Christ’s indwelling (Colossians 
1:27). When I want to hear from God, I ask him to speak to 
me, and as I go through my days, I listen for that voice or the 
thought that comes from him to help me understand things. 

Being uncertain doesn’t mean you haven’t heard. Re-
member that scientists too check their results by rerunning 
experiments. It is more important to cultivate the quiet, inward 
space of constant listening than to always be approaching God 
for direction. It is God’s will that we should have a great part 
in determining our path through life. God develops and tests 
our character by leaving us to decide. He calls us to responsi-
ble citizenship in his kingdom by saying often, “My will for 
you in this case is that you to decide on your own.” God is 
preparing us for a life of initiative. His presence is known in 
ways different from his specifying what he wants done. I live! 
Yet not I, but Christ lives in me! (Gal 2:20). Human personal-
ity is not obliterated but given its fullest expression--the es-
sence of human personality as God ordained it. Personality 
and character are in their very essence inner directedness. A 
child’s character cannot be known until she is turned loose to 
do what she wants. Some are far more concerned with being 
righteous than loving God and others and doing and enjoying 
what is good. They obsess with being right as a strategy for 
being safe, afraid to make a move without dictation from him. 
We cannot be groveling robots or obsequious sycophants and 
also be the children of God! 
 Where God has no instructions to give, that is be-
cause it is best that he does not. Then whatever lies within his 
moral will and is undertaken in faith is his perfect will. It is 
perhaps more perfect precisely because he saw no need for 
precise dictation. He expects and trusts us to choose and goes 
with us in our choice. Just as character is revealed only when 
we do as we want, so the degree and maturity of our faith are 
manifested only in cases where no specific command is given.  
 We know what is right. Our confidence is not in a 
word from the Lord but in the Lord who is with us. Words 
from God will not spare us grief and pain, as Jesus was not 
spared. Our world is the crucible of soul making, in which we 
remain certain of inevitable triumph. It is essential to our per-
sonal development toward maturity that we venture and be 
placed at risk, for only risk produces character. Our concern 
for discerning God’s voice must be overwhelmed by and lost 
in our worship and adoration of him and in our delight with 
his creation and his provision for our whole life. Jesus came to 

respond to the universal human need to know how to live well. 
I came that they may have life and have it abundantly (Jn 
10:10).  

We intend and provide to do what we know to be 
morally right. At the impulse of the Spirit of God, we serve 
the good, wherever it may appear. We meditate on God’s prin-
ciples for life and pay attention to what is happening in our 
life for God’s communications in our mind and in our heart. 
We humbly cultivate the ability to listen and see what is hap-
pening in our souls and to recognize therein the movements of 
God.  

The spiritual world whispers at us gently and appears 
both at the edges and middle of events and things. God coop-
erates with the desires and inclinations that make up our char-
acter as we gradually become the kind of people we will for-
ever be. Our culture has cultivated the notion that a skeptical 
person is smarter than one who believes. The fashion of the 
age identifies mental sharpness with a posture, not with genu-
ine intellectual method and character. This social force toward 
skepticism remains powerful even in Christian congregations 
and colleges for ministers. In their pride they close off a life of 
increasingly confident and powerful prayer. All areas of life 
require of us a choice to be a spiritual person, to live a spir-
itual life. We are required to “bet our life” that the visible 
world is not reality itself. Our spiritual substance and compe-
tence grows as we put our faith into practice and learn to dis-
tinguish and count on the evidence of God’s presence in our 
life.  

We live in a culture that gives primary importance to 
the visible. But neither God nor the human mind and heart are 
visible. It is so with all truly personal reality. “No one has ever 
seen the Father Jesus reminds us. God and the self accord-
ingly meet in the invisible world because they are invisible by 
nature. The Ten Commandments forbid the use of images as 
representations of the divine being. God invades history to call 
us to choose whether we will live in covenant relation with 
him or put something else—something visible—in the place of 
ultimate importance. This is the challenge we face every day. 
God is sensitive to our problem of overcoming the power of 
the visible world. He invades the visible. 

The elaborate visible provisions dictated to Moses by 
God—the rituals and equipment of sacrifice, the tabernacle, 
and so forth—provided a point of constant interaction in the 
visible world between the invisible God and the people he had 
selected to reconcile the world to himself. The aim is to move 
entirely into the hidden realm of spiritual reality, where God 
desires to be worshiped (Jn 4:24). Jesus constantly presses us 
toward a life with our Father who is in secret (Mt 6:6). After 
his resurrection, Jesus appeared to his disciples in visible form 
only on a few occasions over a period of 40 days. His main 
task as their teacher during these days was to accustom them 
to hear him without seeing him. Were not our hearts burning 
within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was 
opening the scriptures to us? (Lk 24:32). The familiar “Jesus 
heartburn” had, no doubt, been a subject of discussion among 
the disciples on many occasions. Look, I am with you every 
minute, until the job is done (Mt 28:20. Spiritual people draw 
their life from a conversational relationship with God. Today, 
as God’s trusting apprentices in the kingdom of the heavens, 
we live on the Emmaus Road, so to speak. 
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[Our individual initiatives are central to his will for 

us. I am distressed at how often people identify some brutal 
event as God’s will—even when it clearly came from a deci-
sion made by human beings. All human troubles come from 
thinking of God wrongly, which means thinking about our-
selves wrongly. We come to understand God through immer-
sion with him in his work. Character development rather than 
direction is the primary purpose of the Father. Our failure to 
hear God has its deepest roots in a failure to understand, ac-
cept and grow into a conversational relationship. Most conver-
sation between God and us is to help us understand things. We 
need considerable experience in order to learn how to accu-
rately recognize and assess the meanings of such impressions. 
When our lives are devoted to the will of God, he has reason 
to speak to us. God is not looking for a holy place. Places are 
holy because God is there. We only know what Man is when 
God dwells in him. Our world is the crucible of soul making--
only risk produces character He expects and trusts us to 
choose and goes with us in our choice. Faith is not opposed to 
knowledge but to sight. And grace is not opposed to effort but 
to earning. We are required to “bet our life” that the visible 
world is not reality itself. Today, as God’s trusting apprentices 
in the kingdom of the heavens, we live on the Emmaus Road, 
so to speak.] 

 
  
 
 

 


