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Theme: “How to do I hear God”?  How can I know the guidance of God?”  (Part 2).

This is the second sermon to look at this question of how we hear God and particularly, how we can know the guidance of God.  This is a question that as Christians we all struggle with, so I am grateful to Malcolm for raising it, so we can explore this topic together.

In the sermon of last week, when I introduced this question, I stressed the danger of subjective feelings and impressions.  I gave the example of a young woman at Theological College with me who was totally convinced that God had “told” her she was going to marry Cliff Richard!  As I said last week, God obviously did not tell Cliff – he is still single some forty years later.  No doubt the young woman has had to come to terms with her disappointment perhaps by consoling herself with the fact that Cliff could not `hear` God!

I think another thing we struggle with, is that we are frightened we are going to get it wrong!  It is all rather complicated, as I suggested last week, but then I left you with one outline (see last week’s sermon), which I think is quite helpful.  I remember reading of a young Christian who got so hung up on the guidance of God that it used to take her an age just to get up in the morning.  She lay in bed, waiting for God to tell her to get up.  Once she was up, she waited for God to tell her what to wear for the day.  Then she would wait again to know when she should put her top on…. her skirt on…. left shoe first or right shoe?  Sad and ridiculous and yes, I accept that is a very extreme and unusual example!  Wouldn’t it be so much better if we could simplify things?  That is what I want to share with you this morning.  An understanding I came across a few years ago which I found so liberating.  I suppose a suitable title might be: “Trust the Lord – and do what you want.”  Now that does need some explanation.  Don’t get too carried away.  Bear with me as I try and explain what I mean.

We all want to hear God…. we all want to know God`s guidance…. what we all want to know is basically His will for our lives.  So, let us begin by getting an understand of the will of God for our lives, from the scriptures.

What does the bible have to say about the will of God for you… for me…. indeed, for every Christian?  There are five important objectives (note that - objective not subjective), nothing from within, but something from outside of us – God's utterly dependable…. His utterly unchangeable…. His totally trustworthy…. His absolutely faithful word to us – His people.

1.  In the first place – it is God`s will that we be saved   2 Peter 3:9:  “The Lord is…. not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance”.  Then 1 Tim 2: 3-4 “God our saviour…wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth”.  That is the first will of God for our lives……that we know we are saved and to come to knowledge of the truth.  Is that your experience? Do you know you are saved?  Have you come to a knowledge of the truth about Jesus... who He is, why He came and, almost as important, a knowledge of the truth about yourself?  Who you are.  Not what you like to think you are, but do you know what God says about you – that you are a sinner, totally incapable to saving yourself….an undeserving sinner, saved solely by the Grace of God?  That is the first will of God for us.  I trust and pray that you know that absolutely vital, essential first step.  If you don’t know that for yourself, please, share with me your uncertainty…the questions and perhaps doubts that you have, so that at some point we can meet and discuss and pray together – that you may know – for a certainty, that you are His child, that you are forgiven and accepted by Him.  That is His will for you and me to know that we are saved.
2. It is God`s will that we be Spirit filled.  Eph 5: 17-18:  “Therefore, do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord`s will is to be filled with the Spirit”.  When you come to Christ, you are born again of the Holy Spirit of God.  The Holy Spirit of God indwells you!  Yet it is possible for us, through indifference…. through rebellion and resistance to His promptings…through our unwillingness to submit to Him, to quench the Holy Spirit.  That is not God`s will for us.   His will for us is that we might turn away form our indifference….our resistance and rebellion….the sin 'pull` of our old nature – to be “filled with the Spirit” that we might experience the promise of Jesus, that “streams of living water will flow from within Him”(John 7:36) That is His will for you and me, that we be filled with Spirit.
3. It is God`s will that we be sanctified   1 Thess 4:3:  “It is God`s will that you be sanctified”.  Yes, there are temptations that come to all Christians…. sadly, there are times when we stumble and fall, but God`s will for us is not to leave us feeling condemned and total failures, rather his picks us up, dusts us down, cleanses us again, that we might become, little by little, more like His precious Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.  That is His will for you and me – that we be sanctified.
4. It is God`s Will that we be submissive  1 Pet 2:13-15:  “Submit yourselves for the Lord`s sake to every authority……whether to the King…or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong, or to commend those who do right.  For it is God`s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men”.  We do not stand on our “rights” (but we do stand for justice – there is a difference) …. we submit to those in authority, but not when it`s against the higher law of God.  When unbelievers see how we behave and respond in difficult situations that counteracts the false view the world often has of Christians and so therefore commends the Gospel to them.
5. It is God`s will that we suffer   we don’t warm to this one! 1 Pet 4:19: “So then, those who suffer according to God`s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good”.  That same thought is echoed in 2Tim 3:12:  “In fact, everyone who want to live a Godly life will be persecuted”.  We many not warm to the thought of being called to suffer, but that is the reality of living out the Christian life.  The two go together.  They are inseparable. 
That is what the scriptures have to say to us about the will of God for our lives – His will for you and for me is that we are to be saved, that we are to be Spirit filled…. that we are to be sanctified…. that we are to be submissive and that we will suffer.  Those are the realities of God`s will for us.  Scripture does not give us every detail of God`s will for our lives – like what job should I have? Where should I live? Whom should I marry?  We are just given the large brush strokes as it were, and if those five things are in place in our lives, then we are free to choose whatever we desire.  Now, isn’t that liberating?  Doesn’t that lift the burden of going through some of those steps I shared with you last week? No more fear….” maybe I will get it wrong” ….no more questions…no more doubting….” Did I really hear God? Is what I think really true? Should I put out another fleece, just to make sure?”  No more of all that - we are free to choose whatever we desire.

What we also learn from scripture is that God actually governs our choice by moulding our desires.  Psalm 37:4:  “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart”.  I love that.  It is saying that God doesn’t just grant us the desires of our heart – it is suggesting that He actually puts the desires within us!  So even when we choose freely, God in his providence guides the choices we make!  How liberating again is that?  That should fill us with confidence as we seek to live our lives before this gracious, generous God!  We don’t have to fret or worry trying to work out God`s will or direction for our lives - no need to fall back with subjective promptings or feelings, but absolute confidence that the choices we make…. the decisions we take…. God will work all things together with His perfect will. Eph 1:11:  “In Him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of Him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of His will”. 
As I said earlier, I find this so liberating – but more than that, so encouraging!  I can follow the desires of my heart – which He has placed within me.  He is going to lead me in ways that I can joyfully live out my life, and joyfully, excitedly serve Him by doing what I delight to do.  I think that is what Paul is emphasising to Timothy in his first Epistle to him.  “If anyone desires the position of any overseer (a word for church minister) he desires a noble task (l Tim 3:1) How much better…. how much more productive it is if people are free to serve in a way that is their joy and delight.  Don’t consider something…. don’t make a decision that does not fulfil the desire of your heart…. don’t allow circumstances…or advice from others to “push” you into something that you have no desire to do – sadly, it does happen and people then lead frustrated, disappointed, unfulfilled lives.

Whilst I am on this topic, I have come across a school of thought which takes the view that to truly serve the Lord, we have to “deny ourselves”….to lose our life in the service of Christ as though somehow it is more “spiritual” to do things through gritted teeth…that somehow God is more pleased with us if we have soldiered on for year after year doing something we don’t really want to do.  That is not the God I know!  He places the desire within us and then enables us to fulfil those desires.

Those who talk in those terms misinterpret what Jesus was preaching in Mark 8, Believe me, there are plenty of opportunities to deny ourselves…to lose our life for the sake of the gospel and for Christ in doing something that we even delight to do for Him!  So, what is the desire of your heart?  What is it you delight to do or want the opportunity to do to serve Him.  Follow the desire of your heart.  But having said all that – a word of caution before you rush out and fulfil your heart’s desire to be a missionary in the Bahamas or whatever – a few caveats we need to stress.

If our desires are sinful or wrongly motivated, then you cannot be filled with the Spirit.  If your desires are wrongly motivated then, again, you cannot be Spirit filled, nor can you be serious about being sanctified.  There can be no room for self-will and operating in the flesh – those things make it clear you are not in line with God`s will.  Get into line with the revealed objective will of God, then make that decision you are considering.

So, yes, we are free to choose our heart’s desire, but not, of course, if we pursue something that is contrary to scripture.  Two obvious examples would be that Christian can never be free to marry an unbeliever (2 Cor. 6:14) and no Christian can pursue the “desire of his heart” by committing adultery…. or divorcing his wife.

Above all, we must use biblical wisdom in the decisions we make.  We do not rush in unthinkingly…we do not leave our brains behind… we use God given wisdom in all our decision making.  Scripture exhorts us not to be foolish (Eph 5:17) “Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord`s will is”.  To be Spirit-filled is to be wise….to be discerning.  We do not make choices or decision because it “feels good”.  We use the wisdom God gave us…. we consider the various options…we weigh them up and then make the wise choice, not necessarily the one that “feels” the best.

As I have tried to make  clear in these two sermons  is the danger of trusting in inner promptings… in subjective feelings.  If we rely on those things, how can we be sure… how can we be absolutely certain where they come from?  Impressions could come from God – but they could also be from other sources – an Angel, a demon or human emotions.  Scriptures never encourages us to listen to “inner promptings” and when we remember that the human heart is deceitful and desperately wicked and impossible to understand (Jer 17:9) we should be extremely wary to rely on promptings and messages that come from within us.

What I have shared with you today guards us against all those pitfalls and all the uncertainty – why? Because by remaining in the biblical will of God we are grounded in objective truth, a truth outside of ourselves….and therefore that which is totally dependable and utterly reliable.  Following these guidelines, we don’t mistake “fancy for faith” nor de we mistake “imagination for revelation”.

