
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Hearing the Voice of God © Craig Kirkby 2008. All rights reserved. Page 0 

 
A CrossWave Ministries Global (CMG)  

Publication Resource 
 

 

 

Hearing the 

Voice of God 

 

IS THERE A�YO�E 
UP THERE? 

 



______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Hearing the Voice of God © Craig Kirkby 2008. All rights reserved. Page 1 

HEARING THE VOICE OF GOD 
Is AnyOne Up There?Is AnyOne Up There?Is AnyOne Up There?Is AnyOne Up There?    

 
There are two absolutely remarkable and definitive aspects about the God of the 
Bible. One, He is Personal. We can know Him personally, deeply and intimately. 
Two, He speaks. He spoke in the days of old and He speaks to us today. In fact, He 
longs to communicate with us. It is a sad fact that given these realities, many do not 
enjoy a personal relationship with their Father in heaven and thus doubt whether He 
does in fact speak today. Of course, they may not say it out loud…but if honest, too 
many would admit that they do not experience the joy of two-way communication 
with God. Their regular frustration is: “Is anyOne up there?” 
 
One of the hindrances to hearing the voice of God is that because the world we live 
in screams so loudly, we have lost the art of listening to Him. In a frenzied age of 
demands and obligations, it is usually the loudest voice that gets our attention. Thus 
our ability to hear the voice of God is often drummed out. And this is an important 
point. The art of communication is indeed, an art. The point of this article is to 
attempt to renew your hope in the vital truth that God speaks today and offer possible 
thoughts as to how we can recapture this art of tuning into His voice. 
 
An incredible example of how God speaks to us in penned in the pages of Luke’s 
account of the Acts of the early church. Into Chapter 16, Luke records the moment 
when Paul and his apostolic team were desperately attempting to clarify God’s will 
and discern His voice. Right at the outset we can take a little courage that the veteran 
apostle also had his moments when it was more graft than art to tune into God’s 
voice. Perhaps this is why he said: “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then 
face to face” (1 Corinthians 13:12); acknowledging our human inadequacies in this 
present age, while longing for the clarity that would come in the age to come when 
we will enjoy undiluted, undisrupted “face to face” intimacy with God. 
 
However, in the real world Paul and his companions were struggling. Wanting to 
head off south into the Roman province of Asia, they “were forbidden by the Holy 
Spirit” from doing so (v. 6). Then they “tried to go [north] into Bithynia, but the 
Spirit did not permit them” (v. 7). Finally settling down for the night at Troas – 
more than a little frustrated for sure1 – Paul has a vision, a prophetic picture of a man 
calling him to Macedonia, west of their current position (v. 9).  
 
1 One immediate lesson we learn from Paul here is the value of persistence. Jesus taught us to “ask…seek…knock” 
(Matthew 7:7, 8) stressing the necessity of perseverance in prayer. Paul was dogged in his desire to discern God’s 
voice. Through his tenacity, not only was his own motives purified but the battle in the unseen realm of the heavenlies 
was won. See our article entitled, “Intercessory Prayer” on this unseen dimension of battle won through perseverance. 
A further application of what we learn from Paul’s persistence here is the principle of movement. Paul actively sought 
the Lord during a journey of over 100 kilometres by foot. God delights to answer the actively seeking (Hebrews 11:6). 
As the saying goes, it is easier to direct a moving ship than it is to get a stationary one to budge. If we sit and soak, we 
generally sour. If we seek, we find. If we knock, the door is opened.  
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Although we are not told how the Holy Spirit forbade them from going south or 
north – perhaps through an inner prompting or prophetic visions/words or external 
circumstances – Paul was sure that the prophetic vision he received calling them 
west was the voice of God. Luke explained: “�ow after he has seen the vision, 
immediately we sought to go to Macedonia, concluding that the Lord had called 
us to preach the gospel to them” (v. 10). 
 
But was it God’s will? Was the vision Paul saw God-given or not? Perhaps the 
fatigue and frustration of their journey meant that he hallucinated or had a disturbed 
dream? Certainly landing in a jail in Philippi must have raised a few doubts. 
 
Arriving in the province of Macedonia, Paul and his team entered Philippi, “the 
foremost city of that part of Macedonia” (v. 12). After leading Lydia and her 
household to saving faith, Paul must surely have been encouraged that he had heard 
God’s voice correctly. Seeing a demon-possessed slave girl delivered and set free 
must have delighted him even further, but what followed was down right depressing. 
 
Although the slave girl was now free and sane, she had lost her powers in dark 
magic. She may have been delighted but her owners were not. With an attitude that 
would have been more at home in Wall Street, they were incensed that their profit-
making fortune teller was de-witched. [Which begs the question: “Who was the most 
bound?” But that is for another article]. In the face of their lost fortune, they resorted 
to old-fashioned legal action: lynch the guilty! Paul and Silas were “beaten with 
rods,” thrown “into the inner prison” and their feet were fastened “in the 
stocks”…a punishment reserved for hard-core criminals (vv. 22-24). 
 
Since Paul and Silas were human beings – and not supermen – I’m pretty sure they 
questioned whether they had indeed heard clearly from God. Paul may have weighed 
the blessings of the conversion of Lydia and her family versus the threat to their 
newfound faith witnessing the irrational persecution metred out against him and 
Silas. Silas had even more reason to question…he, of course, had not seen the vision 
Paul claimed to have seen. 
 
I imagine the plot playing out something like this: 
 

Silas (pouting…a lot): “You sure you saw a vision?” 
 

Paul (defensively): “Yes, I’m sure”. 
 

Silas (confrontational): “Are you sure you saw a man calling us here?” 
 

Paul (exasperated): “Yes…” 
 

Silas (sarcastically): “Sure he didn’t have little horns and pointed tail?” 
 

Paul (despairingly): “Silas…” 
 

Silas (desperately): “You said you saw a vision! Now I’m beaten to a pulp; my 
Ray-bans are smashed. Only God knows where my Rolex is…”. 
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Okay, I’m very sure it didn’t play out like that! My apologies to both Paul and Silas. 
Nevertheless, Paul and Silas would only have been human to feel the acute 
frustration we all feel at times as we attempt to discern the voice of God. Of course, 
we know that they dug deep into the grace of God and began to worship God in the 
middle of the night (v. 25). God responded to their praise with a jail-house rock of 
His own: “Suddenly there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the 
prison were shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened and everyone’s 
chains were loosed” (v. 26).  
 

Paul had certainly heard from God. Not only did the jail-house rock lead to the 
salvation of the prison keeper and his household (vv. 27-34)…not only was it a 
public testimony of His favour (vv. 35-40)…not only was a church established here 
at Philippi – a church with whom Paul was to enjoy a very close and rich relationship 
through the years – but it was a church established on the miraculous intervention of 
God. No wonder Paul would later write to thank them for their partnership in the 
apostolic mission they enjoyed with him and declare: “being confident of this very 
thing, that He who has begun a good work in you will complete it until the day 
of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6). 
 
 

The Good, the Bad and the…Ugly! 
We have all experienced the good, the bad and the ugly in attempting to hear the 
voice of God. The good, of course, is when we hear God’s voice and see the obvious 
fruit of following through on God’s best for us; even if we, in the application of it – 
like Paul and Silas – have opportunity to doubt. The bad happens when we think we 
have heard from God only to end up with egg on our face. But let’s be honest; it’s 
going to happen. We have to be prepared to lose face if we are going seek His face. 
A few eggs on the old nut is but a small price to pay for learning the art of hearing 
God’s voice. 
 

What we want to avoid is the ugly. The way some people quote “Thus saith the 
Lord,” you would think God either has verbal diarrhoea or is schizophrenic. Forgive 
us if I sound blasphemous…this is just the point. God does not have verbal diarrhoea 
nor is He schizophrenic…and it gets worse than ugly when believers take His name 
in vain by claiming He said things when He has not. A good dose of humility and 
accountability goes along way in first, tuning into God’s voice, and secondly, acting 
on what we discern He is saying. It is notable that Paul and his team left for 
Macedonia after “concluding [together] that the Lord had called [them] to 
preach the gospel” there (Acts 16:10). 
 

Having made this caution, I do not want to give the impression that we must be 
vague and ambiguous concerning what we feel the Lord is saying. The Bible 
certainly encourages us to be confident and assured in hearing His voice. We only 
appeal for the necessary dose of humility and counsel that prunes away our selfish 
interpretations of what God may be saying and sifts us of religious terminology that 
is more harmful than helpful.  
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Let us take a moment to look at the confidence we can have that God does speak 
today and the boldness we can have when we have heard Him speak. 
 

In Acts 8:29, we read that “the Spirit said to Philip, ‘Go near…’”. In Acts 10:19, 
we read that “the Spirit said to [Peter], ‘Behold three men…’”. Peter later 
explained what happened by saying, “the Spirit told me to go” (Acts 11:12). In 
Acts 13:2, we read the Holy Spirit addressed a group of believers in Antioch and 
“said, ‘�ow separate…’”. In each of these incidents, Philip, Peter and the group in 
Antioch could have, with absolute confidence, claimed: “The Lord said, and I quote, 
‘…’ ”. Is this same privilege not available to us all? We have no doubt that this is 
indeed the blessing of the New Covenant; after all, the entire Bible details story after 
story of God speaking to His people.  
 

 

A Heart Prepared… 
At the risk of turning the art of listening to God into a surgical exercise, there is 
value in considering the conditions of our heart that prepares us to tune into His 
voice. We kid ourselves if we don’t take the preparation of our heart seriously in this 
regard. The Bible is emphatic about the quality of heart that discerns God’s voice. 
Since we are only as strong as our ability to hear the voice of God, let us take heed. 
 

(1) Intimacy in Relationship 
 

Because healthy communication is the fruit of a quality relationship it goes without 
saying that we must prize an intimate relationship with God above all else. Seeking 
to hear God’s voice stems from our purpose to know Him; rather than attempting to 
be the master of our own destiny, reading our horoscope or interpreting our tea-
leaves! It is in the practice of the new age and dark magic that people seek 
communication with the spiritual world as a means to self-enlightenment. Our desire 
is set on a more meaningful relationship with God and out of this quality of intimacy 
we aim to be better enabled to walk pleasing to Him. 
 

In revealing Himself as the Good Shepherd, Jesus said, “My sheep hear My voice, 
and I know them, and they follow Me” (John 10:27). In this verse, He again first 
clarifies the promise of two-way communication but also links obedience to 
intimacy. Biblically, to “know” someone referred to an intimate knowledge of 
another’s personhood. Because we know Him and are known by Him – of course, He 
knows us but this refers to a personal relationship we enjoy with Him – we hear His 
voice and are thus enabled to follow Him. 
 

A little later, after teaching us about the indwelling Holy Spirit (Greek: parakletos, a 
word meaning, “Helper, Comforter, Counsellor and Friend”), Jesus assured us that 
“He will guide [us] into all truth…and He will tell [us] things to come” (John 
16:13). What a wonderful promise! The context of this promise is again important. 
Jesus stressed the importance of the quality of relationship with the Father who seeks 
to make His abode in us by this same indwelling Spirit (see John 14:15-18; 15:1-8). 
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There are three broad categories in which God speaks to us and as we nurture an 
intimate relationship with God we grow in confidence in these three areas: relational, 
instructional and directional. 
 

1.) Relational: “God wants to affirm me” 
We all want to jump to category three and know God’s direction for our life. 
While God sometimes steps mercifully into our life with directional insight; a 
mature life develops as we learn to first receive the affirming voice of God 
regularly and consistently. 

 

2.) Instructional: “God wants to teach me” 
As we learn to recognise God’s affirming voice of relationship we are 
empowered to hear and apply God’s instructions. God, of course, desires that 
we mature and this requires renewing our mind and applying His teachings. 

 

3.) Directional: “God wants to lead me”. 
Affirmed in relationship with our Father and equipped in His ways we are 
enabled to better, and consistently, receive His guidance in our lives. 

 
Good communication is built on quality relationship. Hearing God consistently is 
dependent on nurturing a love relationship with Him. There is no magic formula to 
it. There is no book you can read, no prayer you can pray or verse you can quote to 
tune into the voice of God. There is no short-cut to growing in relationship with God. 
We hear the voice of the One we love. 
 

(2) Purity in Heart 
 

Jesus gave us a number of sublime promises in what we often refer to as the Sermon 
on the Mount2. Out of a mine of jewels, my favourite is: “Blessed are the pure in 
heart, for they will see God” (Matthew 5:8). The promise should be emblazoned in 
the mind of every new believer: the pure in heart will see, or experience, God! To 
experience God, and enjoy communication with Him, we must nurture a pure heart. 
The psalmist warned us of the alternative: “If I regard iniquity in my heart, the 
Lord will not hear” (Psalm 66:18). An impure heart impairs our communication 
with God. 
 

When we talk of an impure heart it is very easy to relegate this to a list of “do’s and 
don’t’s”. The religious are quick to announce: “Hey, I don’t drink or chew…or run 
with those who do”. But the more subtle and heinous sins are not the externals we 
are so quick to turn into a “code of conduct;” rather they are the internal attitudes, 
like selfishness and pride, that turn us rotten to the core (James 4:13-16). �othing 

gets us into more trouble than wanting to have our own way and wanting to have 
our own way fast! We cannot tune into the frequency of heaven if our heart is filled 
with worldly clutter. 
 
2 What a boring title! The “Sermon on the Mount” in no way captures the declaration of revolution that Jesus taught in 
Matthew, Chapters 5-7. We should rather call it, “Invasion of Planet Earth” or something that captures the radical 
nature of these upstream teachings. 
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(3) Obedience in Application 
 

Who gets the will of God? The clever? The talented? The sober? Jesus said: “If 
anyone wills to do His will, he shall know…” (John 17:7). Who gets the will of 
God? The person who will do it! The person who obeys what God reveals! God 
called David a man after His own heart. Above his many other great qualities – and 
despite his many weaknesses – the one thing that distinguished David was that God 
said that he would “do all My will” (Acts 13:22). He was a man who understood 
obedience. 
 

God does not have verbal diarrhoea…He does not just keep on talking and talking; in 
fact, He stops speaking when we stop applying what He has already said. To 
consistently hear God’s voice we must purpose to obey all that He reveals with a 
whole heart. There are two helpful thoughts as we seek to hear and obey God’s voice 
in making decisions in challenging circumstances. 
 

On the one hand, wholehearted obedience requires wisdom. As we seek to hear 
God’s voice in making big decisions it is vital to do the necessary homework 
required and to get all the facts we can. Faith does not mean we get lazy and kiss our 
brains good-bye…as tempting as that may be at times! In fact, wisdom demands that 
we consider the various consequences of our decisions. Jesus taught, “Which of you, 
intending to build a tower, does not sit down first and count the cost…Or what 
king, going to war against another king, does not sit down first and consider…” 
(Luke 14:28, 31). Thus wisdom broadens our frame of reference and provides the 
necessary perspective we need to hear God and act in faith. 
 

On the other hand, wholehearted obedience requires faith. In doing the necessary 
homework required we must avoid becoming overwhelmed by the range of 
possibilities before us. We can easily fall into the trap of indecision, a terrible 
monster that strangles us of initiative and robs us of energy; often undermining our 
confidence in God. As James said: “A double-minded man is unstable in all his 
ways” (James 1:8). Rather, in full knowledge of all our options, we are to lay aside 
our selfish motives and, in faith, seek to discern God’s best for the way forward.  
 

Let us raise a hypothetical scenario to explain the way faith and wisdom work 
together. In needing to make a decision, a quick guess suggests we have options B, E 
and F before us. Without wisdom, we could jump the gun and grab one of the three 
options that seem best to us. This would not be faith; it would be presumption. 
 

But with wisdom we should, as Solomon said, be “open to new ideas. In fact, [we 
should] look for them” (Proverbs 18:15 LB). We should “get the facts at any 
price, and hold tightly to all the good sense [we can] get” (Proverbs 23:23 LB). In 
doing our homework, we may realize that option B is actually a non-option and that 
in fact, there are additional options A, C and D. Considering the pros and cons of 
these options; we may then conclude that options C and F would have more cons 
than pros. Thus we have now wisely determined the three valid options before us: A, 
D and E. 
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Without faith, at this point, we could become anxious at the validity of each of these 
options. We could become double-minded, wavering in the decision making process. 
This would not be wisdom; it would be procrastination. 
 
But with faith we should ask “of God, who gives to all liberally and without 
reproach,” trusting Him to make clear what option is His will. (James 1:5). We 
should understand that God’s word is “a lamp to [our] feet” (Psalm 119:105); He 
generally reveals just a few steps at a time rather than the whole plan A-Z. We must 
be faithful to take those steps He makes clear, confident that He will reveal more 
when necessary. 
 
Faith without wisdom is presumption. Wisdom without faith is procrastination. 
Neither brings pleasure to God. Discerning God’s voice in difficult decisions often 
requires us to balance faith and wisdom as we purpose to obey God’s will. 
 
 

An Ear Tuned In… 
With a heart prepared to hear God’s voice let us consider seven ways in which God 
speaks. Again our intention is to clearly identify some of the ways in which God 
communicates to us so we can recapture and learn the art of dialoguing with Him. 
Jesus said: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says…” (Revelation 
2:7), implying that we can miss what He says if we fail to tune our ears to His voice. 
 
Here are the seven ways God communicates to us: 
(1) God’s Word (p.8) 
(2) Inward Peace/Witness (p. 11) 
(3) God’s Audible Voice (p.14) 
(4) Visions & Dreams (p. 18) 
(5) Prophecy (p. 20) 
(6) Providence (p.23) 
(7) Counsel (p. 25) 
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(1) God’s Word 
 
Paul wrote: “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for 
doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness” (2 
Timothy 3:16). The phrase “inspiration of God” (Greek: Theopneustos) literally 
means, “God-breathed”. God breathed upon the human writers to reveal what He 
intended; they did not write from their own “private interpretation but they were 
moved by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:20, 21). This phrase, “moved by the Holy 
Spirit” literally means, they were “being borne along”. However, it does not mean 
that they became robotic and wrote automatically without being consciously 
involved. Rather God – as in all His dealing with us His children – involved them, 
allowing their personality and circumstances to flavour and give the Story of God 
context. 
 
This is an important statement. The Bible is not a scientific book of formulas and 
methodology: “Section 418 – The Voice of God; Subsection 3A, How to Hear the 
Voice of God”. No. It is a collection of stories, revealing God’s Story, and we are to 
learn to apply the lessons revealed to our lives. The Bible is more like a romance 
novel – God’s romantic and often dramatic intervention in the lives of His people – 
and we need to trust the Author of the Story to help us to mine the divine delights 
from the treasure of His Story: “Open my eyes, that I may see wondrous things 
from Your [Word]” (Psalm 119:18). Through the Holy Scriptures, God reveals to 

us who He is and who we are...and how we are to live in the light of this revelation.  
 

Too many sincere believers have no clear way of seeking to hear God’s voice 
through the Scriptures. It amazes me how many try a Biblical version of Russian 
Roulette: “Spin the barrel and let’s see what happens!” 
 
The outcome often results in despair: 

 

“Leviticus 4:8 comes to mind. Hmm, let’s see what God wants to say to me 
today:  
 

“He shall take from it all the fat of the bull as the sin offering. The fat 
that covers the entrails and all the fat which is on the entrails…” 

 

Huh!? What?! I’m sure my pastor gets something out of this…” 
 

Or confusion: 
 

“Let’s see…where does my Bible fall open to … uhhh … Matthew 27:5, 
 

“Then Judas went and hanged himself”  
 

Oops! Sure God has something more encouraging than that to say. Let’s try 
again … hmmm … Luke 10:38, 
 

“Go and do likewise”  
 

Huh!!!”  
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A far more helpful way to discern God’s voice through the Scriptures is to first read 
the Bible as we would read narrative rather than treating it as a “Magic 8 Ball” or 
approaching it as a scientific journal. With the aid of the Spirit of God we can enter 
the Story of God by reading passages in context, allowing Him to fill our 
imagination – that inbuilt, God-given data-projector in our mind – with the stories, 
analogies and examples recorded in these passages. Once we have done this, the 
second step would be to draw out the commands and principles contained in the 
Story of God. At the risk of redundancy, we would like to stress the order of this 
approach: first enter the Story of God; second draw out the commands and 
principles. To get the order wrong reduces the Bible into a dry, dogmatic textbook 
that spawns little Pharisees by the dozens3! 
 
In this second step then, let us look at the difference between the commands and 
principles of God. 
 
As we enter the Story of God we will quickly pick up that there are clear commands 
in Scripture revealing God’s absolute moral directives to us. For example, God 
forbids murder. He disapproved of Cain’s murder of Abel in the very beginning 
(Genesis 4:1-12); in setting up the geopolitical nation of Israel He forbade murder 
(Exodus 20:13); and then in the New Testament, He even deepened this command by 
forbidding the attitude of murder, unrighteous anger (Matthew 5:21, 22). It is 
absolutely clear that God values the sanctity of human life and murder is not 
acceptable to Him. This, therefore, like many other moral directives are commands 
we must adhere to. 
 
The purpose of commands is not, as some suppose, to spoil our fun and kill our joy. 
Just the opposite is true. To live in a society where these commands are not obeyed is 
to live in a lawless, free-for-all society in which people are victimised, abused 
and...in the case of murder…killed. This spawns a society were joy is tragically 
absent!  
 
In the same way that the rules of soccer enhance the enjoyment of the game rather 
than restrict it, so God’s commands are designed to enhance the enjoyment of life 

rather than retard it. He is after all the Creator of this life and does know best how 
to maximize it. The issue is this: do we trust Him? Do we believe that He does 
actually know better than us? For the Christ-follower, these are not difficult 
questions to answer with a very grateful, “Yes!” 
 
The commands of God are like command traffic signs. If the sign reads, “STOP” we 
are foolish to disobey it. The consequences of ignoring the command are obvious… 
and life-threatening. As we discover His commands in Scripture we can rejoice that 
He has revealed His will in this area. God has taken the time to make known to us 
what He desires from us and our response ought to be one of worship and obedience. 
 
3 See the articles, “Signs that make you wonder?” and “God’s Word to YOU!” for more on this approach and for some 
helpful instructions to get the most out of the Bible (www.crosswaveglobal.com). 
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In engaging with the Story of God, along with commands we will also unearth the 
principles of God, revealing His guiding wise directives. For example, we learn that 
“a soft answer turns away wrath” (Proverbs 15:1). To answer a person bluntly 
may not be in contradiction of a direct command of God but will not achieve His 
purpose. If we answer a person harshly, we may in fact stir or provoke anger. In this 
proverb God is giving us a principle by which we can nurture meaningful 
relationships and resolve the inevitable conflict that occurs in all relationships. To 
answer softly, with respect and honour, will go along way to diffusing anger and 
encouraging reconciliation.  
 

Another example is the principle of sowing and reaping: “[F]or whatever a man 
sows, that he will also reap” (Galatians 6:7). What we sow, we will reap. If we sow 
love, we reap love. We sow hate, we reap hate. To a large degree, the fruit of what 
we eat today is a result of the seed we sowed yesterday; and the fruit of what we will 
eat tomorrow is determined by the seed we sow today. We either allow this principle 
to work for us or we suffer the consequences of our ignorance.  
 

The principles of God are like warning traffic signs. If the sign reads, “SHARP 
TURN AHEAD” we would be wise to heed the advice, adjust our speed, and safely 
negotiate the turn ahead of us. God’s purpose in revealing His principles is to mature 

us; to teach us how to better model godly responses in testing situations and thus 
reveal His glory. 
 

COMMA�DS    PRI�CIPLES    
 

Absolute, moral directives   Guiding, wise directives 
 

The Law of God    The Way of God 
 

Command Traffic Signs;   Warning Traffic Signs; 
  such as a Stop Sign      such as a Sharp Turn Ahead Sign  

 

Examples:     Examples: 
 

“Whoever is angry with his brother  “A soft answer turns away wrath” 
  without a cause shall be in danger of    (Proverbs 15:1) 
  the judgment” (Matthew 5:22) 
 

“If anyone has a complaint against  “[F]or whatever a man sows, that 
  another, even as Christ forgave you,    he will also reap” (Galatians 6:7) 
  so you also must do” (Colossians 3:13) 

 

Here is a crucial thought. If we desire to consistently hear God’s voice in the not yet 

revealed areas of His will, we have to walk consistently in the already revealed 
areas of His will. We have to diligently apply the commands and principles God 
makes clear in His Word. To skip this responsibility is to build our life on sinking 
sand (see Matthew 7:24-27). 
 

When we face a decision-point, a question or a challenge in our lives, our human 
instinct is to ask, “How did I handle this before?” We, by default, tend to draw on 
our past experience. However, we must learn to ask, “How does God’s Word 
address this? Does He speak directly to it (Command), or does He speak into it 
(Principle)?” This is what it means to draw on God’s Word. 
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(2) An Inward Peace/Witness 
 
The second way in which God speaks is what we call the “inward peace” or “inner 
witness”. This is the voice of conscience, which when redeemed in the new birth 
experience and sensitized through our intimate relationship with God, is a very trusty 
voice indeed. It is, aside from God’s Word, the primary way God speaks to us. Paul 
said, “my conscience also bearing me witness in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 9:1). 
 

Every human being has a moral conscience, and can rely on it to the degree that it is 
conditioned to Biblical ethics. This means that it can and is often, in the words of 
Paul, “seared” (1 Timothy 4:2). Today we live in an increasing amoral society, a 
society who has less and less conditioning to moral ethics – a-moral – which 
explains why one person can shoot another for $10-00. 
 

But the child of God is at a distinct advantage. Our conscience is not just conditioned 
to some human code of ethics; we have the Law of God written in our hearts by the 
Holy Spirit (2 Corinthians 3:2, 3). And as we keep this divine code alive within us 
through meditation on God’s Word, we nurture a very sure, heavenly navigational 
tool within. When God said, “So shall My Word be that goes forth from My 
mouth; it shall not return to Me void, but it shall accomplish what I please, and 
it shall prosper in the ting for which I sent it” (Isaiah 55:11), He immediately 
explained, “For you shall go out with joy, and be led forth with peace” (v. 12). 
 

The inward peace/witness is like our own inner green/red traffic light. When the light 
is red, we sense a caution – or lack of peace – we can be sure that God is saying 
“No!” or at the very least, “Wait!” When the light is green, we sense His peace, and 
can proceed with confidence. To describe this, we sometimes use expressions like, “I 
have a strong sense that God is wanting me to…” or “I feel deeply impressed to…”.   
 

These phrases not only express adequately a response to this inner peace but stated in 
this way allow others to offer their counsel to us. Stating emphatically, “God told me 
to…” does not invite others to speak into our lives. In a commitment to the study and 
application of God’s Word we learn to nurture this voice of conscience and, in 
accountable relationship with others, we can develop this trusty means of 
communication to discern God’s will in our lives. 
 

The voice of conscience is the most important personal means in discerning God’s 
voice to us in the sense that we should not act on any other means of communication 
with God if we do not have peace in our own heart. What I mean is, if we sense a 
lack of peace in making a decision then no matter what a vision, dream or prophecy 
may appear to be saying, we should honour the voice of conscience. Even when 
mature people in our lives offer their counsel, if we lack an inner witness we must 
take the caution seriously. In other words, we should not act on a prophecy, vision or 
the counsel of others if we are not convinced in our own conscience it is indeed His 
will for us. 
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Of course, there are other reasons we may retreat from following through on what 
God may be saying: unbelief, self-doubt, fear, selfishness and apathy to name just a 
few. We can easily mistake a genuine lack of inward peace for one of these false 
reasons for acting on what God may be revealing through a vision, dream, prophecy 
or through the counsel of others.  
 
Learning to discern what God may be saying through an inward peace versus what 
may just be an excuse for not following through on what He may be saying is a 
crucial lesson we must learn. Allowing others to truthfully point our where they feel 
we may be missing this distinction is the only way we can grow. If a mature believer 
suggests we may be acting out of self-doubt or fear, mistaking it for the voice of 
conscience, we are given the opportunity to identify possible blind spots we would 
otherwise never have uncovered. Much growth stems from the humility to receive 
reproof from those who are committed to us, in love, for excellence. 
 
Two New Testament examples stand out that teach us about the voice of conscience. 
The first example revolved around one of the controversial topics that arose in the 
early church: Could believers eat meat offered to idols? In the pagan religions of the 
time meat was offered to idols as part of temple worship. The meat would then be 
sold afterwards at discounted prices from the temple. Paul was asked whether the 
meat was contaminated or whether believers could purchase and consume this meat. 
 
Paul’s answer was a matter of conscience (1 Corinthians 8:1-13; 10:14-11:1). He 
made it clear that the meat was not demonized and that believers could in fact 
purchase and eat it. He was careful to warn the believers to not participate in the 
temple worship itself, which did involve demonic activity, but that the meat itself 
could, with thanksgiving, be enjoyed. He had however one exception; if purchasing 
and eating the meat offended another believer’s conscience, they were to refrain 
from doing so. “But beware lest somehow this liberty of yours become a 
stumbling block to those who are weak” (1 Corinthians 8:9). 
 
Paul was teaching us to respect the conscience of others, even if they are weaker in 
faith; meaning, they do not have the same level of knowledge and maturity we do. If 
a young believer, unsure about meat offered to idols, witnessed a mature believer, 
who had an inner peace about eating this meat, buying and eating meat from an idols 
temple, they would be confused and offended. Not only must we nurture our own 
voice of conscience but we must be sensitive to the conscience of others too. 
 
Certainly, when giving advice to others we must do so in a life-giving way (2 
Corinthians 3:4-6). In sharing the commands and principles of God’s Word we 
should avoid sharing them by “the letter,” or in a legalistic way (v. 6). Rather we 
should appeal to them – “commending ourselves to every man’s conscience” (2 
Corinthians 4:2) – helping them strengthen their conscience to the moral directives 
of God. In sharing our perspective in areas in which the Bible does not specifically 
address, we should we sensitive to their conscience and not impose our will on them.  
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The second example occurred when Paul received a prophetic word from a mature 
and reliable prophet Agabus (Acts 21:10, 11), the man who correctly prophesied the 
famine which affected Judea in AD 46 (Acts 11:28). Agabus felt led to intercept Paul 
on his way to Jerusalem to give him a prophetic word. Binding his hands with Paul’s 
belt, he said: “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘So shall the Jews at Jerusalem bind the 
man who owns this belt, and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles’” (Acts 
21:11). What did Paul do? Did he turn around and head for the hills?  
 
No. He felt the word confirmed the inner peace he had in his heart, which he had 
expressed just a few days earlier to the Ephesian leaders: “I go bound in the spirit 
to Jerusalem, not knowing the things that will happen to me there, except that 
the Holy Spirit testifies in every city, saying that chains and tribulations await 
me” (Acts 20:22, 23). 
 
Yes, he was going to suffer for Christ’s Name, as Agasbus predicted, but he was sure 
that it was part of God’s will for him for the advance of the Gospel. This implied that 
although Agabus had correctly heard from God, Paul felt his interpretation – not to 
go to Jerusalem – was incorrect. Paul remained true to the voice of his conscience 
even though it would have been easier to be swayed by Agabus’ conviction and by 
his friends’ sincere concerns (Acts 21:12, 14). Whether Paul was right or wrong, it 
does show the value placed on the voice of conscience. Paul’s friends committed him 
to the Lord even though they disagreed with his decision, praying: “The will of the 
Lord be done” (v. 14). 
 
Here is a final piece of advice in nurturing this inward peace. When you find 
yourself in a pickle, or a jam (whatever suits your palate), a good rule of thumb is: 
don’t make decisions when you have indigestion. Food analogies aside, avoid 
making decisions while your head is spinning. In the middle of a storm, first secure 

God’s peace in your heart and then ask Him to lead. In the chaos of stormy weather 
and conflicting emotions, it is difficult to hear God’s voice. Our first goal must be to 
secure His peace within us; as Isaiah gratefully declared, “You will keep in perfect 
peace, whose mind is stayed on You” (Isaiah 26:3). As we set our attention 
wholeheartedly on Him, His peace guards our minds (Philippians 4:6-8). From this 
divine place of calm, we can then seek His lead. 
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(3) God’s Audible Voice 
 
The Bible is unashamed at the clarity in which it reveals that God speaks and guides 
us. And while it is easy to relegate this clarity to the Old Testament, the New 
Testament gives us great hope that God desires to speak clearly and specifically 
today, in the New Covenant. Within the space of four verses, Philip hears God’s 
audible voice guiding him specifically to intercept the journey of an Ethiopian 
eunuch and forever alter this man’s destiny. “�ow an angel of the Lord spoke to 
Philip, saying, ‘Arise and go…’ Then the Spirit said to Philip, ‘Go near…’” 
(Acts 8:26, 29). In the first instance, God spoke to Philip through an angel; moments 
later He spoke to Philip by the Spirit.  
 
Why God would chose to speak through an angel in one breath and then by the Spirit 
in the second breath is probably answered with a simple, “Because He can”. The 
point however must not be overlooked. If asked to explain his actions, Philip would 
have done so by saying, “The Lord spoke to me. He told me what to do. In fact, I can 
quote Him: He said, ‘…’ ”. Philip heard the audible voice of God. 
 
By audible, we mean that it is audible to the person God is speaking to; it is not 
necessarily heard by those whom God is not addressing. In other words, it is not a 
loud booming voice that everyone hears. Certainly God could speak in a way that 
gets an entire group’s attention such as when God blessed Jesus when John baptized 
Him (Matthew 3:13-17). This incident does imply that God’s voice was heard by 
more than Jesus Himself. Certainly when God again spoke out blessing on Jesus in 
His transfiguration, Peter, James and John all heard it (Matthew 17:1-6). 
 
However, when referring to the audible voice that we as a child of God can learn to 
hear with increasing effectiveness, we mean the voice of God we hear clearly in our 
own ears. When Paul encountered Jesus on Damascus’ Road he heard the audible 
voice of God yet those with him did not hear what Paul heard (Acts 9:3-6). When 
Paul later shares his testimony of this account, he said: “And those who were with 
me indeed saw the light…but they did not hear the voice of Him who spoke to 
me” (Acts 22:9). Thus the audible voice of God is more than just the voice of 
conscience, it more than just an impression or a sense of peace. The audible voice of 
God is when God, on rare but deliberate occasions, speaks to us in a way that we 
hear His voice in our ears. 
 
As Jack Hayford so clearly explains: “When I say, ‘God spoke to me,’ I am being 
even more specific than referring to general revelation or private inner impressions. I 
reserve these words intentionally for the rare, special occasions when, in my spirit, I 
have had the Lord speak directly to me. I do not mean, ‘I felt impressed’ or ‘I sensed 
somehow’. Instead, I mean that in a given moment, almost always when I least 
expect it, the Lord spoke words to me. These words have been so distinct that I am 
virtually able to say, ‘And I quote’.” 
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Is hearing God’s audible voice a blessing reserved for certain, special people? Are 
some people just more wired to tune into this frequency than others? Or can we learn 
to prepare ourselves to hear His voice effectively, without turning it into a casual, 
religious cliché?  
 

We believe it is an art we have lost…and thus can recover. The ancient Hebrew 
people had two things we don’t have. First they were, from young, trained in the art 
and pleasure of Scriptural meditation4. Learning to fill their mind with the glory of 
God through meditation on Scripture conditioned their minds to be open and 
receptive to God’s voice. The second thing they had, or more correctly did not have, 
is our numbed out, rationalized mentality. In the Western world, our over emphasis 
on rationalization has stripped us of our receptivity to hear God’s voice and dulled 
our openness to the things of the Spirit5. But we can rediscover this lost art and we 
hope that a few helpful pointers from the way Habakkuk set himself apart to tune 
into God’s voice may aid you in this quest. 
 

The prophet Habakkuk inadvertently gives us a glimpse of his habitual practice in 
seeking God…tuning his ears to what the Spirit is saying. First he says, “I will stand 
my watch and set myself on the rampart” (Habakkuk 2:1). Habakkuk found it 
helpful to still his heart and mind; to disconnect from the distractions of his world to 
seek God. When Jesus taught us to pray, He likewise said: “shut your door” 
(Matthew 6:6). In an undisturbed and undisrupted place we can quieten our heart and 
mind. If Habakkuk found it helpful in his world to do so, how much more should we 
in our world today? 
 

Certainly in our busy, modern world we need to find a place where we can shut the 
door or turn off the phone. We need to still our frenzied mind from the gazillion 
demands and obligations that so quickly fragment and scatter our focus. Of course, 
we can just as easily hear God in busy board-rooms, driving the car or in a chatty 
room full of people. But to learn to develop this art of hearing God’s voice, we need 
to start – and regularly refresh this skill – in a secret place behind our shut door. 
 

Second, Habakkuk said, “And watch to see what He will say to me” (v. 1). Having 
stilled his heart and mind, Habakkuk was able to focus his full attention expectantly 

on God. But his words imply more than just engaging God with his intellect which 
most Western believers are able to do. Our mind consists of both our intellect…and 
our God-given gift of imagination. Sadly we tend to think that imagination can be 
freely used to enjoy entertainment but forget it is the “eyes of our heart” into which 
God reveals His will (Ephesians 1:18).  
 
4 There is a world of difference between Eastern meditation and Biblical meditation. In Eastern meditation, and the 
New Age movement, the mind is the enemy and one is taught to disengage the mind in order to experience “nirvana” 
or “reality”. Bible meditation is very different. The mind is not the enemy…our man-made thinking and value systems 
are. The Bible teaches us to engage God with our whole being and the mind is a vital part of this engagement process. 
We are to fill our minds (our intellect and our imagination) with the glory of God so that His truth washes our brain 
clean from stinking thinking and corrupt attitudes. Oh yes, we need a thorough “brain-washing”! Only as we 
“behold…the glory of the Lord” are we transformed “from glory to glory” (2 Corinthians 3:18). 
 
5 Please consider reading the article entitled, “Signs that make you wonder? Awakening the Spirit Life”. 
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Notice that Habakkuk said that his purpose was to “watch to see what He will say to 
me”. He did not say, “I listened to hear what He would say to me”. If he did we 
would have ticked it off as simple intellectual based prayer and missed the point. He 
said he was “watching to see”. Is this an isolated example? 
 
No…not at all. Jesus Himself said the same thing. When explaining His relationship 
with the Father, Jesus said: “the Son can do nothing of Himself, but what He sees 
the Father do” (John 5:19). Again, He did not say, “I hear what the Father says”. He 
said: “what [I] see the Father do”. Habakkuk, like Jesus, knew how to use all his 
spiritual senses to engage with God and therefore was enabled to better hear God’s 
audible voice. 
 
As we focus on God expectant of His willingness and desire to communicate with us, 
we are to engage God with both our intellect and our imagination. Meditating on a 
Biblical picture or analogy of God – filling our imagination with the Throne Room 
of God (Revelation 4, 5), a picture of the Good Shepherd (Psalm 23), the scene of the 
father embracing his prodigal son (Luke 15), or a vision of the River of God (Ezekiel 
47) … to mention just a few examples – unblocks our ears and opens our eyes.  
 
Thirdly, Habakkuk – through consistent practice – had learnt to discern the voice of 
God from his own good intentions. “Then the Lord answered me and said…” (v. 
2). As we learn to quieten our hearts and minds and deliberately focus our affection 
and attention on God, we become empowered to hear His voice. Without being 
simplistic, there are three voices that may surface: (1) the voice of self6, (2) the voice 
of the devil, and (3) the voice of the Lord. 
 
The voice of the evil one is always filthy; one of accusation, deception, confusion, 
condemnation and fear. It is usually easy to discern this voice and turn a deaf ear to 
it. However, the voice of self is a little harder to separate at times in our attempt to 
hear the voice of God. Certainly, when drawing on the resources of God, the voice of 
self need not necessarily be selfish and errant. However, a distinguishing 
characteristic of the voice of self is that it comes from progressive reasoning; usually 
as we connect one thought to another. The voice of self stems from the logical 

processing of our thoughts. And as mentioned, the voice of self, when grounded in 
God’s Word and guided by the Spirit need not be unreliable; in fact, it will, in this 
case, be one of wisdom and insight. However, as good as this voice of godly reason 
may be, it is distinct from God’s audible voice which we want to learn to tune into. 
 
In contrast to the progressive reasoning of the voice of self, where we connect one 
logical thought to the next, the voice of the Lord comes through spontaneous 

thought, a word, a phrase, a picture that seems to suddenly drop into our hearts.  
 
6 If the use of this phrase, “voice of self” sounds silly to you it may be helpful to note that we, as human beings, do 
speak to ourselves. The thoughts in our head are not random ideas that just suddenly appear on the screen of our mind. 
Rather they are the result of the reasoning we do in our own heads. The fact that we do speak to ourselves, rather than 
act out of natural instinct alone, is what separates us from animals. 
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Larry Tomczak said, “God may bring to your mind a specific word or piece of 
advice that did not come as the result of a detailed thought process. It was more 
spontaneous as if dropped into your mind. The thoughts that come from the Lord in 
this way are usually unpremeditated and spontaneous in character and come more in 
a flash without logical sequence; whereas, when we are consciously thinking we 
usually connect one thought with another”. 
 
What Habakkuk did next gives us a helpful aid in recapturing this lost art of dialogue 
with God. God told Habakkuk to “write the vision and make it plain on tablets” 
(v. 2). Recording in a journal or prayer diary what we think we hear God saying has 
many benefits. For one, it actually aids the process of tuning into spontaneous 
thought as we simply write down the flow of thoughts that drop into our mind. 
Secondly, it helps in the process of discerning between the voice of self and the 
voice of God. And finally, it also serves as a means by which we can make ourselves 
accountable to objective counsel.  
 
These four pointers will help us in rediscovering the art of dialogue with God. 
Learning to hear God’s voice does take practise. The conditioning of our rationalistic 
worldview must be balanced by exercising the muscle of our imagination, and this 
takes work. When Oral Roberts was asked, “How do I go about learning to hear God 
speak to me?” he replied, “Wanting it badly enough to work at it!”  
 
For clarity then, let us review the four points detailed above. 
 

1) Shut the door from distraction to still your heart and mind; learn to listen … 
listen to hear. 

2) Focus your full attention – your intellect and imagination – expectantly on God. 
3) Learn to identify the spontaneous, unpremeditated nature of God’s voice. 
4) Journal what you think God is saying to you for accountability. 

 
Tuning into God’s audible voice therefore involves listening, interpreting and 
cooperating. All three aspects are profoundly simple yet simply profound. The 
adventure and thrill of walking with God is enhanced as we … 

• Listen tentatively for His voice. 

• Interpret prayerfully what He may be saying. 

• Cooperate fully with His revealed will. 
 
Learning this art of tuning into God’s voice also enables us to be more open to hear 
Him speak through visions and dreams which we look at now. 
 
 
 

 
 
 



______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Hearing the Voice of God © Craig Kirkby 2008. All rights reserved. Page 18 

(4) Visions & Dreams 
 
The Bible is full of references to the fact that God speaks to us through visions and 
dreams. We are convinced that we in the Western world understand these things 
poorly because of our rationalistic worldview. People in the third world and the 
Orient do not share our handicap. For example, Yonghi Cho – leader of the most 
influential church of our age – goes so far as to state that “visions and dreams are the 
language of the Holy Spirit”.  
 
We are not suggesting that rationalism has no value; it certainly does. Our strength in 
the West is that we fully appreciate and utilise the gift of our intellect. However, to 
prize the intellect over the imagination – and in some cases, to the exclusion of the 
imagination – is to our detriment. We must seek a healthy both/and rather than 
either/or scenario; especially when it is clear that the Bible supports Yonghi Cho’s 
emphatic statement. 
 
The prophet Joel – quoted by Peter (Acts 2:17, 18) – spoke about the coming New 
Covenant and identified it with these words: “I will pour out My Spirit…Your old 
men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions” (Joel 2:28). While 
certainly vision and dreams were a means of communication between God and select 
people in the Old Covenant, the difference in the New was that it would now be the 
privilege of all. In the Old Covenant, this privilege was just for a few specific 
individuals that God used, dare I say, like His “microphones” to communicate His 
declared will.  
 
In the New Covenant, Joel proclaimed this privilege would be available to all; even 
for the “maidservants” (v. 29), generally considered among the least privileged of 
their ancient society. And what’s more, God’s communication to us in the New 
would be in the context of personal relationship so that we are invited to willingly 
cooperate with His desires rather than robotically “obey or else”. God desires sons 
not slaves. The point, however, that we must not miss in all the excitement is that 
one of the ways that God continues to speak today is through vision and dreams.  
 
So what is a vision? A vision is a God-given picture spontaneously dropped into 

your mind. It is immediately accompanied by a clear sense of peace and assurance 
that God indeed is speaking even though sometimes clarity may be required through 
prayer and counsel to interpret what God may be saying. Sometimes the vision is a 
quick snapshot, clear and precise: “And a vision appeared to Paul in the night. A 
man of Macedonia stood and pleaded with him, saying…” (Acts 16:9). Other 
times the vision may be more like a movie that pans out in our minds-eye illustrating 
a message from God: “in a trance I saw a vision…And I heard a voice saying to 
me, ‘Rise, Peter…’” (Acts 11:5, 7).  
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On still other occasions, God may send an angel to communicate to us in the vision: 
“he saw clearly in a vision an angel of God coming in and saying to him, 
‘Cornelius!’” (Acts 10:3). And then on rare occasions7, we may encounter the Lord 
Himself in a vision: “the Lord said in a vision, ‘Ananias.’ And he said, ‘Here I 
am, Lord.’” (Acts 9:10). 
 
In whatever may God chooses to speak to us through a vision we should immediately 
seek to obey what God has revealed. In this way we treasure this gift from God and 
prepare ourselves to receive more regularly from God through this means of 
communication. It is my opinion that if we do not follow up on what God says to us 
He stops speaking through that particular means and seeks an alternative means to 
get our attention. The reason we have to learn certain lessons through God-allowed 
hardship and self-inflicted consequence is because we often do not follow up what 
God has been trying to say to us! 
 
So what is a dream? A dream is a vision God gives to you in your sleep; a God-

given picture dropped spontaneously into your mind. Again it is immediately 
accompanied by a clear sense of assurance that God is speaking to you: “an angel of 
the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, saying, ‘Arise…’” (Matthew 2:13). 
 
A dream from God is not accompanied by confusion, fear or anxiety even if it 
reveals a warning or alerts you to danger. Even in dreams that are of a more sober 
nature we will have a strong sense of peace from God. Again, some aspects may 
require further thought and counsel, and certainly may require a deliberate response 
or action on your behalf. But we can be sure that God speaks to prepare, to guide and 
to prevent danger and evil. And He always does so by imparting peace and life.  
 
Joel said: “Your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions” 
(Joel 2:28). Although I have received a number of clear God-given visions I have 
never, not once, heard God speak to me in a dream. Either I sleep too heavily or I 
really am, at 39, still a young man. That’s my story, and I’m sticking with it! (The 
day God speaks to me in a dream, I may just have a mid-life crisis!) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7 I say “rare” here only because in our wide circle of relationships across the Western world we hear of someone 
encountering the Resurrected Jesus very, very seldom. However, as a challenge to us, our brothers and sisters across 
the orient and the third world often claim to have enjoyed a visitation of Christ. I still have to catch my arrogant, 
rational mind from responding to this with cynicism. I have to remind myself that it is them – not me – who are closer 
to the Biblical record. Pride is a hard beast to tame. 
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(5) Prophecy 
 
Some of the incredible gifts we are given are aptly named the “gifts of the Spirit” (1 
Corinthians 12:7-11). It is terribly sad that these “gifts” often conjure up squirm-ish 
feelings of showmanship and abuse. But the answer to abuse is not non-use but 
proper-use. Paul said, “Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise prophecies” (1 
Thessalonians 5:19, 20). 
 
The value of prophecy is captured in this challenge from Paul to Timothy: “This 
charge I commit to you, son Timothy, according to the prophecies previously 
made concerning you, that by them you may wage the good warfare” (1 Timothy 
1:18). The prophecies over Timothy’s life not only confirmed and assured Timothy 
of His calling in God but were actually the resources from which he was to draw in 
times of hardship and challenge. Having a “nice” prophetic word over our life is 
worse than useless if it does not galvanize us to be true to God and His call on our 
life during the many “not-so-nice” moments we face in this age. Treasuring a true 
prophetic word will fortify and fuel you to your destiny! 
 

Prophecy may be defined simply as the holy moment in which one communicates 

the heart and word of God to others. There are two sets of lessons we should learn 
in this subject of prophecy; one, in prophesying God’s word to others, two, in 
receiving prophecy from others. In the former case, if we learn to apply the lessons 
discussed under point three above, God’s audible voice, we will grow to be 
increasingly sensitive and available to God should He choose to use us to prophecy 
to others: “as the Spirit wills” (1 Corinthians 12:11). We cannot learn to prophecy; 
we can learn to hear God’s voice, and in so doing, to hear His voice for others. 
 
In the latter case, it is a sad reality today that many believers have received numerous 
prophecies over their lives yet they either have no idea how to test and treasure them 
or are confused by the contradictions and ambiguity they often contain. Personally, I 
have counselled a number of sincere believers needing to detox from prophecy 
overload!  
 

A humorous fictional story comes to mind, which is not too far off from how some 
allow untested prophecies to dictate their lives.  
 

A man needed to charter a small aircraft flight from his city to another on business. 
Petrified of flying he traced down a Bible believing pilot who could fly the plane. 
Besides his fear of flying he was concerned that he had no more current prophecies 
pertaining to his life and was afraid that perhaps his time on earth was up. The one 
question he asked the pilot was, “Do you have any unfulfilled prophecies over you 
life?” concluding that if the pilot did, well, the flight could not possibly end in 
disaster – at least the pilot had prophecies that still needed to be fulfilled! The pilot 
thought for a minute and then answered: “Yes, I do have one, it’s rather obscure but 
yes I do”. Satisfied with the answer the flight was confirmed. 
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Half way through the flight, both engines packed up on the plane and it began a free 
fall hurtling to the earth. The passenger, terrified and confused, yelled at the pilot: “I 
thought you said you had an unfulfilled prophecy over your life?” The pilot said, “I 
do…I really do”. “Then what was the prophecy?” demanded the passenger, beside 
himself. The pilot tried to recall his thoughts in the midst of the panic: “Uhhh…it 
was something about…being the only survivor in a plane crash”. 
 
Far fetched? Sadly, not too far off for some. We are to live by faith in God and not 
reduce personal prophecy to our version of a Christian horoscope. So here are some 
helpful guidelines in this regard. 
 

1.) �ew Testament prophecy should be tested. 
 
It is vital to know that New Testament prophecy differs from Old Testament 
prophecy. In the Old Covenant, the answer always lay in the statement: “Call for 
a prophet!” In the New, we are to “Call on the Lord!” In the Old, God spoke 
through prophets the exact Word – capital “W” – He wanted declared, word for 
word. The only option those who received the Word had was obedience or 
consequence. In the New Testament, we are first urged to seek the Lord Himself; 
open to the way He chooses to speak to us. Should He choose to speak to us 
through a prophetic word – lower case “w” – we should test it as we aim to 
discern His will.  
 
In the New Covenant, we “prophecy in part” (1 Corinthians 13:9). This has two 
applications. Firstly, we only see a part of the whole picture through prophecy. 
Often prophecy reveals the mountains tops ahead; but between any two 
mountains, there is always a valley! When I receive a prophetic word, I don’t 
usually get too excited about the mountain tops revealed because I know I must 
always account for a lot more challenge than it may at first reveal!  
 
Secondly, in any prophecy there is a human-part and a God-part, meaning �ew 

Testament prophecy must be judged (1 Corinthians 14:29). Even in a mature 
believer, the problem in not usually with the reception of the word from God, but 
the human element often affects the interpretation of the word. We are 
commanded to “not despise prophecies” but rather to “test all things; [and to] 
hold fast what is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:20, 21). In other words, with 
discerning prayer and appropriate counsel we are to sift the human-part from the 
God-part in the prophetic word – and then treasure what we conclude is God’s 
Word to us. 
 
In testing the word, attempt to distance yourself emotionally from the prophecy 
given. A prophetic word can quickly overwhelm your emotions with a wonderful 
sense of expectation. While this imparts much needed divine encouragement, it 
also makes us too subjective in trying to test the word.  
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Although we will look at the value of seeking counsel from others below, it is 
worth pointing out here that there is a strong Biblical link between testing 
prophecy and involving mature believers in this task. In my opinion, it is difficult 
to harness enough objectivity in testing a personal prophetic word alone. 
Involving others, especially spiritual fathers from our church community, is vital 
in testing the word. “Do not neglect the gift that is in you, which was given to 
you by prophecy with the laying on of the hands of the eldership” (1 Timothy 
4:14).  
 
It is helpful to record or transcribe your prophecies as soon as you receive them. 
Pray over them and invite others to comment. Test the word, immediately acting 

on what you can, shelving what you cannot. What may not seem immediately 
relevant or applicable can be shelved – put on record – for later prayer and 
reflection. It is remarkable how prophetic words often make more sense later than 
in the present moment they are given. 
 

2.) �ew Testament prophecy requires faith and obedience. 
 
All personal prophecy is conditional. Even a genuine prophetic word from God is 
not guaranteed to come to pass unless we cooperate with what God has revealed. 
When God reveals His will through prophecy He envisions what we can become 
and what He intends for us. The prophecy in itself does not automatically change 
us over night; it inspires us to face the evil in our own heart, confront our 
ugliness and overcome our fears. It requires us to change in response to the 
encouragement it imparts. Prophecy fuels our vision, enlarges our perspective 
and arms us for the battles we must win to become and do what God intends. 
 
When the angel Gabriel revealed to Mary that she would miraculously conceive 
and give birth to the Messiah of the world, the sacrifice of what this would 
involve must have been overwhelming. The possibilities of public shame must 
have weighed heavily upon her young mind. The potential for rejection from her 
fiancée and family would have sent her into a tail spin. Yet because Mary 
believed this was her prophetic destiny, she responded in sincere faith: “Let it be 
to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). 
 
Once we have tested the prophetic word and believe it is God’s Word to us, we 
should soberly ask the Father what He requires of us in response to it. What 
attitudes need to change? What fears must be faced? What decisions must be 
taken? What can we do right now in response to it? Personal prophecy requires 
“faith to fulfil and obedience to obtain” (Bill Hamon). 
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(6) Providence 
 

Providence is the divine ordering of circumstances; when God seems to either 
open or close a door. Paul, for example, said: “For a great and effective door has 
opened to me” (1 Corinthians 16:9). While we are not told of the details, Paul felt 
God was leading him through a turn of favourable circumstances. 
 

Another example is seen when Peter defended his ministry to the Gentiles by 
pointing to providence. To explain why he felt the Gentiles were included in the New 
Covenant blessing, he referred to God’s circumstantial intervention in his encounter 
with Cornelius (Acts 11:15-18; 15:7-11). 
 

This is probably the most subjective of all the means in which God speaks. I for one 
would not hinge a big decision based only on providence. Even in the example of 
Peter above, several others means of communication were present to confirm God’s 
guidance in the dilemma they faced, including God’s Word and the counsel of many. 
Nevertheless, the divine ordering of circumstances is a valid means through which 
God speaks to us, specifically confirming what He has already made clear. 
 

Another Biblical example that helps us to discuss the merits of this means through 
which God speaks is Gideon’s controversial “fleece” (Judges 6:36-40). Some 
condemn Gideon for asking for a sign of confirmation, but not once did God rebuke 
him for the request; instead He answered it. In fact, later in the account, God then 
took the initiative to give Gideon a further clear sign of confirmation (Judges 7:12-
15). Then the writer of the epistle to the Hebrews described Gideon as a man of faith 
(Hebrews 11:32). Thus, there is nothing wrong with asking God to confirm His will 
to us through ordering circumstances. It was David who taught us to pray: “Teach 
me You way, O Lord, I will walk in Your truth…Show me a sign for good” 
(Psalm 86:11, 17). 
 

However, we do agree that putting out a fleece before God can be easily abused. 
First of all, as mentioned, providence is a highly subjective means for discerning 
God’s will and should be accompanied by other means of confirmation. This was so 
in Gideon’s case. Before he asked for a sign of confirmation, he had already received 
an angelic visitation (Judges 6:11-18). And as we will see in the discussion on 
“Securing Confirmation” below, he was in fact wise to ask for confirmation having 
received instructions from an angel. 
 

Secondly, and this is crucial: we are not suggesting that we attempt to determine the 
mind of God through asking for a sign. Gideon did not do this. He did not try to 
determine God’s will through the fleece; rather he was seeking deeper assurance 

concerning what God had already revealed to him. Asking for a confirming sign is 
not like playing a “Magic 8 Ball”. It is not rolling the dice. It is not bargaining with 
God: “God, if I win the lottery, I will start tithing”. This is at best, manipulation; at 
worst, witchcraft (1 Samuel 15:23). 
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When we sense that God is speaking to us, it is wonderful to know that He is very 
patient with us; knowing how to graciously affirm us of His will. Once we have 
determined the mind of God through Scripture, the inward witness, God’s audible 
voice, visions and dreams or prophecy, providence is a powerful supportive means of 
communication that God uses to confirm His will and strengthen our faith. And this 
is especially helpful in making big decisions where we are attempting to discern 
factors like the right timing involved. Gideon’s courage enlarged with every step as 
His Father in heaven, assured him of His will through the signs He provided. 
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(7) Counsel 
 
We mention counsel last not because it is least important. We refer to it last because 
it is so important. All the above means in which God speaks to us, even interpreting 
God’s Word, are subjective; subject to our own personal view and thus tainted by our 
own selfish tendencies. Drawing on the counsel of others brings balance to the other 
means of dialogue with God and introduces a greater degree of objectivity into the 
process. 
 
The Bible repeatedly urges us to seek the counsel of mature believers in our lives. 
The wisdom writer was emphatic: “Where there is no counsel, the people fall; but 
in the multitude of counsellors there is safety” (Proverbs 11:14). We will at some 
point fall unnecessarily as we pursue God’s will in our lives if we do not incorporate 
the counsel of others into our lives. And it is simply not good enough to say, “I don’t 
trust anyone”. Again the wisdom writer cuts to the core: “A man who isolates 
himself seeks his own desire; he rages against all wise judgment” (Proverbs 
18:1). In street language: if we attempt to fly solo, we’re being stupid! 
 
The Bible speaks much about spiritual parenting and the value of making oneself 
accountable to spiritual parents. The word it uses specifically to describe a spiritual 
parent is the word “elder” (1 Timothy 3:1-7; 5:17, 18). Without getting too deep into 
a passion of mine, we do need to freshly rediscover the church as a spiritual family, 
and leadership as spiritual parenting. Referring to the value of parent-elders, the 
writer to the Hebrews reminds the recipients of his letter: “Obey those who rule 
over you, and be submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who 
must give account. Let them do so with joy and not with grief, for that would be 
unprofitable for you” (Hebrews 13:17). Strong words indeed. 
 
The value of discipleship is often relegated into a programme of the church and 
which then often becomes absent of the life of God. For example, too often elders are 
a board of grumpy old men who oversee the programs the people attend rather than 
being shepherds who tend to the people. I urge you to look for big brothers and 
spiritual fathers within your spiritual community8. 
 
An important principle in making oneself accountable is to remember that we do so 
to seek other people’s perspective, we do not need their permission. This is 
important. We are responsible for our own lives and decisions. While we are to share 
one another’s burdens, “each one shall bear his own load” (Galatians 6:2, 5). We 
are not to become dependent on others nor can we shirk our personal responsibility 
to “work out [our] own salvation with fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12). I 
am responsible for the decisions I make but would be foolish if I don’t seek the 
perspective of trusted friends and mentors knowing that I, like you, have blind spots. 
 
 
8 Please see the article entitled “Mentoring”. 
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Seeking perspective from others does not mean I make up my own mind and then 
seek someone who will rubber-stamp what I want done. We will always find 
someone who agrees with us if we look hard enough. This is certainly not what the 
Bible means by seeking the counsel of others and is a sure way to run into a brick 
wall. No matter how mature we may be in the Lord, unless we invite counsel into our 
lives, asking for their perspective before we make up our mind, we remain on the 
slippery slope of subjective revelation. Paul appealed for humility when he reminded 
us: “let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12). 

 
 

Securing Confirmation… 
The Bible repeatedly reminds us: “By the mouth of two or three witnesses every 
word shall be established” (see 2 Corinthians 13:1; Deuteronomy 17:6; 19:15). A 
principle we see again and again; for example, Ecclesiastes 4:12 teaches us, 
“Though one may be overpowered by another, two can withstand him, and a 
threefold cord is not quickly broken”. 
 
We should secure the confirmation of two or three witnesses, especially when 
making big, life-changing decisions. We should never underestimate our carnal 
tendency to hear what we want to hear (Jeremiah 17:9). Consider the subjectivity of 
some of the ways in which God speaks if considered in isolation:  
 

� We “prophecy in part” and therefore prophesy is subject to confirmation (1 
Corinthians 13:9).  

� The demonic can masquerade as angels of light and therefore visions, dreams 
and angelic visitation are subject to confirmation (2 Corinthians 11:14). Thus 
Gideon was smart to ask God to confirm the angelic visitation he received. 

� The enemy can also work in the realm of circumstance, and therefore 
providence is subject to confirmation (Mark 4:17, 19; 1 John 5:19). 

 
This does not take away from the validity of the ways in which God does speak; it 
only urges us to secure confirmation as we seek God’s voice in faith and expectation, 
specifically in big, life-affecting decisions. We suggest the following: 
 
In life-affecting decisions, look to have a threefold witness: 
1) An inward sense of peace that is consistent with God’s Word. 
2) The perspective of counsel. 
3) And at least one of… 

• God’s audible voice 

• Visions and dreams 

• Prophecy 

• Providence 
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Lonely But Never Alone… 
In the first Book of Kings we run into an outstanding account of God’s dealings with 
a weary veteran prophet. From the high of his Mount Carmel showdown to the low 
of being swamped by his own feelings of loneliness and despair, Elijah found 
himself hiding in a cave (1 Kings 19:1-18). In this rather mystical experience which 
totally renewed Elijah’s faith and courage to complete his destiny, we learn a very 
important lesson. 
 
The Bible tells us that a wind, an earthquake and fire appeared but “the Lord was 
not in the wind…[or the] earthquake…[or the] fire…[but in a] still small voice” 
(1 Kings 19:11, 12). Now, of course, God caused the wind, earthquake and fire; they 
were clearly demonstrations of His power, something Elijah was very accustomed to. 
Elijah knew the dramatic power of God, but in all the Hollywood-style special 
effects, he forgot that true, sustaining life in God is not found in the work of God but 
in relationship with God. The lesson to us is that in all the busyness of life, and even 
in the busyness of serving God, our sustaining life is found in intimacy with the 
Father. “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from 
the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4). 
 
Biblically, God seldom shouts. He does, on occasion, but then it is usually in rebuke 
or judgment because someone has not been listening! God is therefore sometimes 
loud and clear, but mostly He is soft but clear! He speaks in a “still small voice” – 
the Hebrew phrase, literally means, “a delicate, whispering voice”. Why? Because to 
loved ones and close friends, in moments of special intimacy we don’t shout; we 
speak softly but clearly. And there are times when we just sit…in silence…with our 
loved ones; for no other reason than the fact that being in their presence is more 
powerful than any words that may be spoken. 
 
God speaks through revelation (the seven ways we have outlined above) and 
through…silence. God’s silence is not His distance; in fact, He is never closer to us 
than when we hear His silence – a lesson Job discovered. While Job grew 
increasingly uneasy in God’s silence, and admittedly confused by the advice of his 
over eager friends, he did not know that God’s attention upon him could not have 
been more acute. In fact, after God broke the silence by addressing Him directly, Job 
confessed that it was through silence that He learnt most from God. He said: “I have 
heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You” (Job 42:5). It 
was in the inner reflection he did, enforced by God’s silence, that the penny dropped 
for Job and God’s reality because even clearer to him. 
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In times when we only hear the silence of God, we need to rest in His sure love for 
us. We would do well to ask the following questions too, not out of guilt or a sense 
of doubt, but in reflection and humility:  
 

“Father is there anything in my life causing you displeasure?”  
 
“Father is there anything that you have said that I am not acting on?”  
 
Then listen … listen to hear. 

 
God is faithful to speak; the issue is: are we faithful to listen? If we have peace in 
both these questions, we can be content in God’s silence and trust Him to speak 
through revelation again when He feels it is important to do so. 
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