
In the 1980's there was a sitcom on television called Night Court.  In one episode, the bailiff was
asked to help the custodian run a cable from a rooftop antenna down the side of the building.  The
bailiff’s job was to go up to the roof and lower the cable to the custodian.  Leaning out of an eleventh
floor window, the custodian would retrieve the end of it and hook it up in an office.    As they did
this a thunderstorm hit, and the bailiff was struck by lightning.  The next day, he was in the lobby
giving away money.  When asked why, he said he was “giving to the poor.”  

When asked where the money came from, he said he emptied his bank accounts, sold his home, and
cashed in his retirement savings.  When asked why, he said that just before the lightning struck, God
said “give to the poor and you will have riches in heaven.”  Through the rest of the show, they
showed the bailiff in the lobby giving away his money.  Right after he gave away his last dollar, his
friends figured out that what he had actually heard was not God saying “give to the poor and you will
have riches in heaven,” but the custodian saying “give me some more, it doesn’t quite reach to
eleven.”

That character is not the only one who has ever claimed God spoke to them however.  In real life a
minister in California named Jim Jones told his church in the 1970's that God told him to move the
congregation to Guyana.  A television evangelist named Jim Baker declared in the 1980's that God
told him to build a Christian theme park.  And a preacher named Oral Roberts claimed in the 1990's
that a 90 foot Jesus ordered him to build a prayer tower and medical center.  But it is not just modern
people who have claimed God spoke to them.  
   
The Bible tells us in that Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Sarah, Hagar, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, and
all the prophets said God spoke to them.  And it tells us that Zacharias, Mary, Joseph, Paul, Peter,
John, and of course Jesus, all said God spoke to them.  This fact leads us to our next Summer
Sermon Series question: “How Do We Know God is Speaking to Us?”  

After all, believing a ̀ voice’ to be God’s voice, and then acting on what we think that voice said, can
have disastrous consequences if we are wrong.  And while we can generally dismiss the more bizarre
voices we might hear (like one that tells us to rob a bank), it can be harder with instructions that
don’t easily seem insane.  After all, the Bible tells us that Jesus did say to someone “sell what you
own and give the money to the poor.”  And even the examples I spoke about aren’t as cut and dry
as they might appear.  

For how can we know that God didn’t tell Jim Jones to move his congregation to Guyana?  We
believe God told Abraham to move from Ur to Palestine.  How can we be sure that God didn’t tell
Jim Baker to build a Christian theme park?  We believe God told Noah to build an architectural
monstrosity.  And how do we know for sure that God didn't speak to Oral Roberts?  After all, some
of the instructions the prophets said they received from God are actually stranger than building a
prayer tower and medical center.  
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And what about the various ways God has spoken to us?  Have you ever felt prompted to call
someone, only to find out they were thinking about you?  Or have you ever felt nudged to slow down
as you drove, only to encounter some danger around the bend?  Were those incidents ‘the voice of
God’ or was it just a coincidence?    

According to the Bible, the hunches we sometimes experience can be the voice of God trying to
speak to us.  They can be our own wishful thinking.  And they can be the voice of some less than
holy being, like the devil or one of his demons.  So how do we know?  How do we discern the
difference?  The answer is in the Bible.  When we turn to the Bible, we see that it tells us that when
God speaks it is not for idle chatter, or merely to pass the time, but to bring about His will in some
way (as se see in the passage from Acts).  To determine if a voice is seeking to do that, the Bible also
gives us a sort of checklist we can use to evaluate any idea that pops into our head to determine if
it is actually the will of God.

First, the Bible instructs us to ponder if the message the voice proclaims seems to come from God. 
To do this, we are instructed to ask “Is the message one that would come from a loving Heavenly
Father?”  We are instructed to ask “Does the message echo the way Jesus dealt with people?”  And
we are instructed to ask “Are the implications of the message consistent with what the Holy Spirit
already has inspired to be in the Bible?”  We see this in the life of Jesus in the gospels.  That is
because when Jesus was asked about what voice to listen to in terms of which commandment was
greatest, He said “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and
with all your mind.  This is the greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it: You shall
love your neighbor as yourself.”  

For Jesus, discerning if a voice was from God was easy: just ask if it expresses a love for God and
a love for neighbor.  If it doesn’t, then it can’t be from God, for as the Apostle John tells us “love is
from God” so whatever is not loving cannot be from God “for God is love.”

Second, the Bible instructs us to ponder if the message the voice proclaims is consistent with the
values of God’s kingdom.  To do this we are instructed to ask “Is it free from discrimination and
bias?”  We are instructed to ask “Is it free from retribution toward other persons?”  And we are
instructed to ask “Does it build up everyone concerned, or does it all too conveniently tear down,
leave out, or pay back, someone we don’t like?”  We see this in the epistle of the Apostle James who
addressed the positive nature the message God’s voice proclaims when he wrote that “religion that
is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their
distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.”  

For James, discerning if a voice was from God was easy: just ask if it promotes the values God called
us to live by in the teachings of Jesus.  If it doesn’t, then it can’t be from God, for as the Apostle
Peter wrote in his epistle, any voice from God will echo the call to “Be holy, because I am holy.”
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 Third, the Bible instructs us to ponder if the message the voice proclaims is evangelistic.  To do this
we are instructed to ask “Does it invite us to enter into - or grow in - relationship with God?”  We
are instructed to ask “Does it invite us to lean upon the grace of God rather than our own strength?” 
And we are instructed to ask “Does it lend itself to helping us enable others to be influenced to enter
into - or grow in - relationship with God.”  We see this in the passage from Acts.  
   
For when the angel told Philip “Go south to the road - the desert road - that goes down from
Jerusalem to Gaza,” it was so someone from a far off land could enter into relationship with God. 
It was so someone from a far off land who entered into relationship with God could invite others to
enter into relationship with God.  And it was so all of them (Philip, the from a far off land, and all
those to whom he witnessed could enter into - and grow in - relationship with God.

For Philip, discerning if a voice was from God was easy: just ask if offers the opportunity for the
good news to be shared with increasing numbers of people.  If it doesn’t, it can’t be from God, for
Philip didn’t stop with the man from a far off land, but “preached the gospel in all the towns” to
which the Spirit continued to send him.

When it comes to discerning if the voices we hear are from God, God Himself has told us in the
pages of the Bible that we need to ponder if the message the voice proclaims seems to come from
Him, if the message the voice proclaims is consistent with the values of His kingdom, and if the
message the voice proclaims is evangelistic.  But answering those questions can still be hard at
times.  That is because our fallen human nature makes it all too easy to hear a voice and then just run
with it without evaluating whether or not it is really from God.

We see this in the story of a man whose business was going under.  With no other options, he prayed
about his problems late into the night.  The next morning, he saw an ad in the paper for the local
horse track.  Convinced that God was telling him in that ad that this was how he was going to get
out of debt, he went to the track instead of work.  As the horses came to the starting gate for the first
race, one of the riders steered his horse toward the stands.  A Catholic priest put his hands on the
horse’s forehead, said something in Latin, and sent the horse on its way.  That horse then went on
to win its race.  The same thing happened in each of the next several races.  The priest would bless
a horse, and that horse would win.  The man took those observations to be a sign that this was how
God was going to solve his financial problems.

So, beginning with the next race he began to put money down on the horses the priest blessed.  By
the end of the day, he had made fifty thousand dollars.  But then, just before the last race was set to
begin, the priest suddenly left the stands.  Curious about where he was going, the man followed.  The
priest made his way to a stable, where he conversed with several people, and then put his hand on
a horse’s forehead, mumbled something in Latin, and left.  Sure that this was the horse that would
win the last race, the man raced to the betting window and put all fifty thousand dollars on that horse. 
Being a 20 to 1 longshot, the man felt sure God was telling him that he would soon not only bail out
his business, but also be able to retire a rich man.
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For the next 10 minutes, the man gloated in his good luck.  But as the race was getting set up, the
man saw that the horse the priest had blessed in the stable was nowhere near the starting gate.  And
when the race started, he was still missing.  As a result, he didn’t even run in that race, no less place
or show.  Shocked that he had lost the day’s winnings, the man tracked down the priest.  He found
him still in the stable near the horse he had seen him with earlier.  “What happened to that horse? 
Why didn't he win like the other one you blessed?”  “You must be a Protestant,” the priest sighed,
“You can’t tell the difference between a blessing and last rites.”

What voices are you hearing?  Are you listening for GOD’s voice?  And more importantly, if you
are listening for God’s voice in the midst of all the other voices of this world that might be calling
out to you, are you willing to say “YES” to whatever God’s voice tells you to do?  
   
For God may not be telling you this day that He wants you to “give to the poor” so you might have
“riches in heaven” (at least in terms of emptying out your bank accounts), and He is most definitely
not telling you to play the ponies so you can have riches on earth.  What God IS telling you (as the
Bible states this fact again and again) is that He not only wants to richly bless you by taking you to
heaven one day, He also wants to richly bless you in the here and now of this world by inviting you
to enter into - and grow in - relationship with Him, and then to bless others through you as you invite
them to enter into - and grow in - relationship with Him as well.  
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