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  With thanks to my dear friends Jan, Shirley, Kathy, Linda, Beverley,

  Agnes, Jude and Sherri, who helped me try out this study.


  
Getting the Most Out of Listening to God



  How does a person listen to God?


  For some Christians, listening to God is a constant inner tuning to nudges from the Spirit as we go about our day: eat this, say that, read this, pray—always pray. Others seem to hear God mostly through Scripture. They read the Scripture and listen to scholars of the Scripture to better understand its meaning and context. And they try to live it out to the best of their understanding and ability. They pray too, though perhaps not with an intent of listening for a personal message from God. I confess that I lean more toward the second category of listeners than the first, though I’ve had my experiences with nudges apparently from God. And I have dear friends who are accomplished at that kind of listening.


  How did the people of Scripture listen to God?


  For some it seemed no effort at all. Adam and Eve walked in the garden God had made for them and talked with him, and he with them. Something went wrong after that, and we rarely see a physical appearance of God thereafter—until Jesus himself arrives: God in human form. Meanwhile, Hagar, in deep distress, hears words of courage from “the angel of the LORD” (Genesis 16:7). Or was this being actually God? Hagar named him “the God who sees me” (Genesis 16:13). Moses also had a verbal encounter with God, but God protected Moses from a personal sighting saying, “I will put you in a cleft in the rock and cover you with my hand” (Exodus 33:22). God spoke to many other biblical characters: Elijah, Solomon and Ezekiel, and of course to many humans during the time Jesus walked on earth. But afterward—long afterward—Jesus spoke again to John.


  People of our era are not responsible for creating Holy Scripture, as were many of these God listeners. But we have those Scriptures by which God speaks to us. What can we learn from them about the spiritual discipline of listening to God?


  Suggestions for Individual Study


  1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


  2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


  3. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


  4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


  Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


  5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


  6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


  7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.


  Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


  1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


  2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


  3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses that are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


  4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


  When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


  5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


  6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


  7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


  8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.


  1


  
The God Who Speaks


  Genesis 1–3


  The God of creation is a God who communicates. If we are to learn to listen to God, we must understand something of his voice and the character of God revealed in that voice. Rarely in Scripture do we find so many times the phrase “God said” as in the first three chapters of Genesis. There, in the opening words of Scripture, God begins to reveal his character—through his voice.


  GROUP DISCUSSION. When you try to imagine “the voice of God,” what do you hear, see, think, imagine?


  PERSONAL REFLECTION. God followers have many different ideas about how and under what circumstances God speaks or has spoken. List several concepts you currently believe about God speaking.


  “In the beginning God . . .” constitutes the opening phrase of the Bible in almost any language. And within a few lines the reader hears the voice of God over and over. Read Genesis 1–3. Note or mark each spot where you find the words God said.


  1. What happened when “God said . . .”?


  2. Take another visual trip through these chapters and mark other actions of God, finding such phrases as: God called, God saw, God made, God set, God created, God found, God breathed. As you encounter each of these phrases, how would you describe the character of God who said and did this or that?


  3. What signs of order do you find in the creation acts of Genesis 1?


  4. Look again at Genesis 1:26-30. What is unique about God’s creation of humans: How are humans similar and how are they different from his other creations?


  5. Focus particularly on Genesis 1:27. What can you discern from the term “image of God” as it relates to a spiritually healthy view of yourself?


  6. How might the “image of God” affect the way you relate to people you know and don’t know?


  7. Genesis 2 is a retelling of creation, but this time with a different focus. What similarities and differences do you find in these two chapters?


  What special care did God give to humans?


  8. Mentally review the events of Genesis 3. What are some ways that the first humans were like God in ability and in character?
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