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God’s voice is near. It is accessible. It is ready. It is intimate.

The first time I remember hearing God speak to me was during the summer before my senior year of high school. It had been about six years since I had last seen my dad, and I was depressed, feeling alone in my struggle to become a man. Without my dad, I was afraid of life, afraid of failing, afraid of being found out as a phony Christian. I was under so much accusation from the enemy, and I believed most of it.

But I had made a habit of spending time seeking God. Granted, I did so out of desperation, trying to earn my sonship. I hoped that if I asked enough, He would take the time to invest in me the way my dad had not. But God, not caring as much about me getting it right as He did about being close with me, met me there.

One night I was in my bed, depressed as usual, reading my Bible. I came to Isaiah 64:8, which says:

But now, O LORD, you are our Father;

We are the clay, and you are our potter;

We are all the work of your hand.

All of a sudden, it was as if the world all around me stopped and heaven descended into my room. I broke down sobbing. I couldn’t contain it.

I didn’t hear any words with my ears or even in my thoughts. This time I didn’t need any. Holy Spirit had ripped this verse right out of my Bible and poured it all over me like oil and water and fire and wind. God was indeed my Dad. He would teach me how to be a man. He would give me my worth and my security. I didn’t need to fear failure or the opinion of other men or feel like I didn’t measure up because my Dad in heaven thought the world of me.

God’s Voice Is Simple

After this night, I started hearing God’s voice more regularly—yes through Bible verses, but also in my thoughts. Holy Spirit was conversing with me, as a friend. Simple. It didn’t always result in pivotal life-shattering moments, but it was no less precious to me.

Over the next few years, as I grew in discerning God’s thoughts from my own thoughts, our relationship became much more intimate and real than it had ever been before. I treasured His thoughts and really lived by them. So many times He would give me direction while I’d be praying. He’d gently urge me to give away $100, only to send me $100 back the next day. He’d tell me to ride my bike downtown to talk to a homeless man who needed His love. Or He’d just tell me what He thinks about me.

The funny thing about so many of us who wish we could hear God’s voice is that we think we need to hear it with our ears. Or we assume that whatever inaudible voice God uses will be obviously and unmistakably from Him. So we can get stuck thinking He just doesn’t speak to us, and we assume that hearing from Him is only for the select few, the elite, the ones who cracked the code and figured out a way into the kind of Christianity that we all want but don’t really think is possible anymore.

Most of what I heard from God wasn’t painfully obvious to me. It took faith. I had to choose to believe that these thoughts were from Him and not me. Yes, they were distinct in that they seemed to be dropped in my mind rather than generated from within it. But it’s so hard to be certain of that distinction. It really does take a child’s faith to grow in hearing God speak. But it’s better to believe that it’s God and be wrong than to never step out and break the paralysis of our own reasoning.

God’s Voice is Risky

At one point, during the summer before my junior year of college, I was spending time with God at a river close to my house and He spoke to me in gentle conviction. If I wanted to propose to my girlfriend, I needed to tell her about my struggle with pornography.

What?! Okay, so apparently hearing God’s voice is risky. It can cost us. It can cost us the right to cower in fear, the right to direct our own lives, the right to protect ourselves. None of these bring life anyway. Following God’s voice always brings life, even after death to myself.

So, pornography huh? God, you really want me to confess that to her?

Yeah, you can’t build a solid marriage on that foundation.

What followed was nearly an entire year of me refusing to do what I had clearly heard God say—a year full of conviction. I heard His voice almost all the time, gently reminding me of what He had asked. He spoke through sermons in church and on the radio, through songs, and through His voice in my mind.

It was never accusatory or guilt-inducing, but it was sobering and convicting, to be sure. Humbling, absolutely. God would always meet me as my loving Dad whenever I sought Him. Even though I was currently not obeying what I had heard Him say, He didn’t withdraw. He blessed our times together and fought against Satan’s accusing voice with His own affirmation. He kept me in fellowship even when my own actions should have broken it.

And when I finally did obey and tell my girlfriend, who had now become my wife, God released His freedom, His washing, His complete clearing of my conscience. And He blessed me even more with a wife who showed me the most complete and compassionate and Christ-like forgiveness I have ever experienced.

God’s Voice is Miraculous

I still battle doubt at times, at which point God meets me again. Like the time He told us to move across the country from California to New York. My wife and I had just graduated college and we were considering going to a seminary out in New York. After two months of praying and waiting for Him to tell us yes or no, He finally told us to go.

One evening, I was listening to a sermon on the internet, and just like that first night several years ago, everything around me stopped. Heaven descended into our little apartment, and I just knew that God was telling us to go to New York. He didn’t use words, other than the words in the sermon. He just connected with my spirit—outside of words and understanding.

Once He told us to go to New York, I started questioning whether I had really heard Him or not. We were about to completely uproot ourselves and move three thousand miles to a place where we knew no one. It felt foolish. It looked foolish to those close to us. To many, it seemed like we were moving on a whim. But to us, well, we were just following God’s voice—we hoped.

I came back to God one day, asking, “Is this really you, Father? I mean, I feel like I’m about to lead us all the way across the country because of thoughts in my head. The only way this is going to work is if you are actually the one leading us. Otherwise it’s crazy.”

This is what He countered with:

“Okay, I’ll give you a sign so that you know it’s from me. Before the year is over, Corrie will be pregnant. Then you can know that you are hearing my voice.”

Okay! Now I know I am making it all up! God had spoken to me so many times before, but this was just too specific, too prophetic, too readily “testable.” This was actually Him telling me about the future. If it panned out, great. But if not, I’d know it was from me.

The tricky thing about this was that there was still no way for me to know for sure right now! It was brilliant of God actually. He was giving us a sign that would anchor our faith, but for right now, we still had to have faith to take any action. We had to obey before the fulfillment of the promise.

So we moved believing—hoping, really—that this was God. Today, our five year old daughter is the fulfillment of that promise, born in New York that same year. God spoke, and God delivered.

That’s the beautiful thing about hearing God’s voice. The Bible itself cannot speak to our specific situations. Move to New York. Don’t move to New York. This or that event is going to happen. Pursue this or that dream. But Holy Spirit, whether through the Bible or not, can and does speak into the very specifics of our lives.

God doesn’t expect us to navigate on our own. In fact He quite repeatedly and emphatically tells us to NOT rely on our understanding, to walk after the Spirit, that we’ll hear a voice saying, “This is the way, walk in it.”

It’s All About Relationship

Why would God, who wants more than anything to have an intimate relationship with each of us, limit that relationship to reading about Him and then inferring for ourselves what we should do in life? Why would He not breathe life into His word and then, with that same life, by His Spirit speak to us about all things?

It would be so sad if I were the kind of dad that we sometimes assume God to be. Imagine me sitting at the kitchen table, working, when my daughter trots over to me.

“Dad? Do you have any ideas about what I can do to help mommy today?”

Silence.

“Dad? Dad?!”

What if I thought to myself, Doesn’t she realize I wrote all this down for her four years ago in her comprehensive life letter? There’s a whole section on how she can be helpful to her mom. I said everything in there that I would say right now, so I’m not going to say anything about it anymore. She’ll hopefully remember to go read that.

I would be a cold, heartless, and frankly lifeless dad if I treated my daughter like that. But we put this same thing on our Father all the time. For some reason, it just doesn’t feel as absurd. We think that if we ask Him a question that might have an answer already written in the Bible, then we are somehow wrong for asking. We should already know, or at least know to go read. Of course, we should be devouring the written word of God in order to know His heart and His ways, but does that replace our need and His passion for relationship?

There’s absolutely no relationship happening when I sit silently at the table waiting for my daughter to go read what I wrote years ago. That’s just not our Father, our Dad. At the very least he’ll speak up and remind us what he’s written. Or maybe he’s less legalistic and more loving than we think, and he’ll just tell us directly.

Or let’s say my daughter’s question was more trivial.

“Dad? What color should I make my Lego house? Green or blue? Dad? Dad?!”

Well, now. This is a pointless question. It doesn’t matter at all whether the house is green or blue. It literally makes no difference. Either way she will be fine, the Lego house will be fine. I will be fine. So I’m not even going to answer her question. I will just stay quiet until she realizes I have no opinion on the matter. That would be best for her.

Again, absurd. But it hurts my heart when I think of the prevailing presumption in much of Christianity that puts this same attitude on God. It says that God cares mostly about the deep, important issues of morality, obedience, holiness, and converting sinners. But if we need His help deciding what career we should pursue, then we’re on our own. It doesn’t matter in light of eternity, and so God is not going to speak to it.

But if my daughter asked me what color her Lego house should be, I wouldn’t just sit quietly. At the very least I would say, “You know. I think you should choose between green or blue. Both are going to be absolutely beautiful.”

But I believe most “trivial” matters have more eternal weight than we realize, and that God has more opinions than we think. He might actually answer with something like, “Well, green is my favorite color. And I love when you make green things. It brings out who you really are, and it blesses my heart and the world around you. I’d love for you to make the Lego house green.”

The point is, regardless of His specific opinion on the specific situation, God speaks to us. He is a more loving, more caring, more intimate and involved Dad than we will ever be. If we would speak, then He definitely speaks.

My history of hearing God’s voice from that first night back in high school when He told me He is my Dad, to Him convicting me of my sin, to Him leading my wife and me to New York, to now, has shown me more than anything that God wants to be intimately involved in our lives. He wants a deep, passionate, vibrant relationship with each of His children.

When we limit Him to any one form of speaking or to not speaking at all, we are containing Him in a box that He will never fit into. And we are cheating ourselves out of a powerful, living experience of our powerful, living God. But when we abandon ourselves to our Father and let Him do whatever He wants, to speak however He wants, even if it shakes us up and makes us uncomfortable, then we get to know just how wide, how high, and how deep His love for us is. We get to watch dry bones come to life. We get to know the character and kingdom of this great Dad who, with a word, infuses every corner of our being with His light.
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God sings to me sometimes. I'll bet He sings to you too. It comes disguised as that song that is in your head for no apparent reason. Sometimes He can sound a lot like U2 or the Scorpions. 

God is a prime suspect when you can't track it back to something you just heard on the radio or in a movie. For me it usually happens first thing in the morning, before my mind has been filled with other songs that I pick up here and there throughout the day that find residence in my brain. When you first wake up, you are fresh out of the spirit realm, whether you realize it or not, and you're still very receptive. 

The first time I really noticed this, and recognized it as God, I had just woken up and I was lying in bed praying. I got into a very worshipful state where I could feel Him hovering close and I could feel His heart melting for me. Then I heard the beginnings to “You are the sunshine of my life.”

I giggled and rolled up in a ball in the sheet. “Is that... Stevie Wonder? You mean God likes secular music?” 

I sang back “You are so beautiful to me.” I threw in the bad high notes for the extra giggle factor. 

What a way to wake up.

The early morning wake up music continued, and I had an easy enough time accepting the love songs as being from God. Of course that jives with His character right? This part was fun. And I could even feel a relief as I left my bosses office for the millionth time in tears listening to “O-oh Child.” But I was having a hard time with where it went next.

I started getting direction, strategy, and answers via the songs. Now those things are definitely my love language, so that was not the problem. I place a high value on this type of communication from God. But I felt that I was having to put a lot of trust into a way of hearing that I had previously not taken very seriously. “I mean, it's just a song in my head.”

One song was telling me something I needed to pass on to someone else. One of them was even telling me where someone was spending their afterlife. Beyond that, He was using rap and rock and even some German metal. It seemed nothing was off limits or too “unsacred” to use, and I'm as susceptible to fear of deception as the next person. I had hit my trust limit. I was questioning all this. 

The morning after severe doubts, I woke up and heard the chorus to the Harry Chapin song “W.O.L.D.” I would love to quote that for you, but I would hate to get Praying Medic into a copyright infringement suit. I'll just say it was incredible confirmation that left me roaring with laughter. You'll have to check it out if you don't know that one. God is so clever! Clever enough to make a believer out of me.

He also confirmed the heavy stuff by asking me to google an abstract phrase, and I've gotten much more comfortable with this form of communication. 

Now that doesn't mean that I think every song in my head is from God. And it doesn't mean that I take the whole song as having His stamp of approval. 

Generally the only part of the song that you're hearing is most likely the only part that you need to get. You can google the lyrics, and take what makes sense, but some of those songs have lyrics that aren't necessarily anointed. You might think of this in the way that certain parts of the Bible will resonate more strongly with you in certain instances. A song you’ve heard all your life and never particularly paid attention to might suddenly have new meaning in the right timing and context of your life. 

This has escalated to the songs interpreting my dreams. The most confusing thing about dreams for me is that the people are never who they seem to be. All the “She is me” and the “He represents them.” It's all so bewilderingly symbolic. 

Last night I dreamt of a man on a platform speaking. I was there too; the innocent bystander. Then he disappeared and it was just me with a walrus who was making walrus noises in my ear. I woke up with the “what the heck?” question looming. Not even a second passed and I heard the opening line to the Beatles “I am the Walrus.” 

"Ok, I think I got it!” You know God was just having fun there. There would have been other ways to make that point. None as entertaining though. 

I've never liked the Beatles, but I hit Wikipedia over this lyric. Apparently John Lennon wanted to write the most confusing song possible, and this was the result. I bet he never dreamed it would be used by God to unconfuse me. 

So why does He use secular music? Probably because Christian music has mostly been about us singing to Him. This is changing though. There is a sub-genre arising called “spontaneous prophetic worship” where the singer becomes a mouthpiece for what God wants to say. Lilyband, Reeni Mederos, and Joann McFatter are a few examples. 

Still, I think secular music has done an excellent job filling the void, considering the sources. I mean Lindsay Buckingham singing about building you a kingdom because of a big love? Come on! 

I know I'm referencing a lot of old songs. I think it's because those are the ones I can believe. I can hear “Just the Way You Are” by Bruno Mars and blow it off, because I just heard it on the radio. And it's in that movie that my husband and all my friends like to watch over and over again. An old song that I didn't just hear seems more trustworthy to me. You might know differently and your belief system might give God more room to DJ than I do. Good on you!

So if you get a song in your head and go “Where'd that come from?” Think about the lyrics. Does it sound like something God would say to you? Pay attention when you first wake up. Maybe a sticky note on the bathroom mirror to remind you to listen? And when in doubt, Google the lyrics. 

If you get a song with some derogatory or sexual content in the lyrics, don’t freak out. It probably means that’s not the part of the song you need to focus on. Usually it will just be the piece that runs through your head, but occasionally it will be the all-around intent of the song. I hope you enjoy the love songs, the encouragement, the strategy, and the revelation from your Morning DJ.

Bio

Seneca Schurbon fuses the natural with the supernatural in her company Freedom Flowers. She makes essences (not oils) for emotional healing and unblocking your spiritual gifts. www.freedom-flowers.com
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There’s so much we can talk about when discussing how we can hear God, but it’s still good to start at the basics. I remember trying to teach my son the importance of walking before running when it came to sports. He proceeded to ignore me and continue heaving the basketball the way he wanted. We see so much of ourselves in our kids, don’t we? 

But running ahead of God can lead us right over a cliff. Many times I’ve fallen victim to my zeal and limped back licking my wounds. I’ll never forget when God asked me, why are you running? Who are you trying to keep up with?

So, one of the most basic questions is, Does God speak to us?

I was a skinny little 15-year-old when my youth pastor prayed for me to receive the gift of prophecy. A few days later, I was praying for a man when images sprung into my mind. They were dark shadows creeping around a room that I guessed was his. 

I blinked and studied the guy as a few words fluttered across my mind. Fear of death. I wasn’t sure if the words came from my own imagination or God, but they seemed to fit the image I’d seen. I shifted my weight and muttered something about how the guy didn’t need to fear death.

His bald head lifted to reveal wide eyes. He explained that he’d feared death ever since his wife passed away. Dry lips trembled as he told me how oppressed he feels in his room at night. 

I glanced toward the front of the room. The leader was busy so I blurted what anyone would. “Okay, see ya.” I had a lot of maturing to do.

Flash forward 19 years to Easter Sunday and I’m sitting in church. The pastor had preached about halfway through the message when I had to use the bathroom. I uttered apologies and squirmed out of the pew.

When I exited the restroom I decided to stand in the foyer instead of returning to my seat. The pastor was wrapping up and I figured staying out would be better than distracting people from his closing comments.

I wasn’t alone. There were mothers and toddlers everywhere. It was like a mom group with a child overflow. But what caught my eye was a woman standing in the library. Her eyes were down as she scribbled something on a piece of paper. It wasn’t long before I felt my spirit begin to stir. 

I took another look and it was as if her eyes were selected and zoomed in. I watched them transform into the eyes of an eagle. Then the Lord began to explain. 

I’ve given her eyes like an eagle. Keen eyes that see into the hearts of people around her to reveal and bring life to circumstances that seem dead. They are eyes that can see how to encourage and lead others to victory and freedom.

A smile tugged on the corner of my mouth as my heart filled. I stepped to the counter. “Hey, I’m Jesse.”

I saw her eyes search through her facial recognition software and come up empty. “Hi,” she replied and shook my hand.

“Hey, listen,” I gushed. “Sometimes the Lord lays things on my heart for others. I feel like He has something for you. Would it be okay if I shared that with you?”

Her eyebrows raised a notch and her voice was soft. “That would be fine.”

I smiled. “Do you operate in the prophetic gifting?”

Her eyes grew wide as plates. She considered me for a long moment before slowly nodding like she was sharing the details of a deep secret.

I explained what I saw in the vision God gave me. Tears rolled down her cheeks like raindrops as the Lord spoke words about her worth and value. 

Don’t be afraid of the gifts I’ve given you, He told her. I am growing the gifting within you and will increase the amount of those being watered by the words I give you to speak.

By this time she was groping for paper towels stacked on the counter and another woman close by was getting emotional as well. All I could do was smile and squeeze her shoulder as we were both coated by the incredible love of God.

After the service she caught up to me and informed me that when I walked up she was writing a note to a friend with cancer who’d asked her if God was really there. “I’ve got goose bumps,” she squeaked.

I grinned. “That’s Jesus loving on you.” I joined my family and I’m sure she joined hers. 

I use these “bookend” testimonies to make the point that there has never been a period in my life in which I can say God stopped talking. Even before my first experience with prophesy I can remember times in which God spoke. And I have no reason to doubt he’ll continue speaking in the days ahead.

But sometimes it feels like He goes quiet. For some, those experiences can be long and drawn out. We wring our hands desperately searching for some kind of reason it would make sense for God to leave us alone. Many times we let our shoulders slump and resign to the assumption God is letting us suffer in order to teach us some kind of lesson. “It’s so I’ll learn how to trust Him,” we parrot to anyone who questions. “If He was always around I’d never need to trust Him for anything.” But I challenge this line of thinking.

The entire foundation of my argument against this common mindset is love. It’s the kind of perfect love God is supposed to be. The kind of love Jesus lived out. We know from one of the most famous chapters in the Bible that love is kind, patient, and longsuffering. It bears all, believes all, hopes all, and endures all. It doesn’t delight in the suffering of others even though it could produce a positive outcome. Okay, I added that last part. 

Seriously though, try this hypothetical example on for size. My 11-year-old son comes to me and says, “Dad, it’s late and I haven’t eaten all day. I’m really hungry. My stomach is, like, eating itself. Can I have some food?”

“Ooh, sorry,” I reply. “Can’t do it.”

He eyes the full pantry and tosses me a confused look. “But there’s a ton of food in there.”

I cross the kitchen and place my hand on his shoulder. “If I let you eat now you won’t trust that I’ll have breakfast ready for you in the morning. But I want you to know that I love you.”

He goes to bed hungry, confused, and angry. Not to mention the fact that love is now tied to the cause of suffering. And since God is love, it rings true that God is cool with us suffering as long as it produces some kind of beneficial result. And the perceived silence of God has certainly been a point of suffering for many of us. 

But we’ve got to start lining our perceptions of God next to Jesus. Jesus is the exact representation of God. He is the fullness of God’s character. When God shines it looks like Jesus (Col 1:15, Heb 1:3, Jn 17:26). So, Jesus continually went out of His way to give the people what they needed. Whether that be physical healing, emotional, spiritual, or whatever else, Jesus met their needs. He didn’t withhold Himself in order to teach them some kind of lesson about trust.

I don’t trust a silent God. I don’t love a silent God. I fear a silent God because I don’t know Him. There’s no relationship and no intimacy. So, it seems that a period of silence would be extremely counterproductive if we are the objects of His affection and He desperately, as I believe He does, wants intimacy with us.

Therefore my people shall know my name: therefore they shall know in that day that I am he that doth speak: “behold, it is I.”

Isaiah 52:6 KJV

God is always speaking. I said earlier that I couldn’t say there’s ever been a time in which I felt God stopped chatting with me. But that doesn’t mean there weren’t times in which I couldn’t hear Him or that I wasn’t listening at all.

One night, I was sitting with a small group of friends thinking about the different ways I’d heard God for others. But then a thought struck my heart like a whip. Why can’t I hear God speak to me about me?

Tears filled my eyes. I quickly blinked them back, but continued to ponder it the rest of the night. Never had the question been so loud. Like a splinter in a sock, my desire to hear God talk to me about me had only occasionally poked me. It was too painful to think about so I’d ignore it. I would tell others the beautiful things God spoke about them, but I rarely heard Him say things like that to me.

Later that night I fell on the floor ready to have it out with God. “Alright,” I cried out. “I believe that you want to speak to me. Why can’t I hear you?” The Lord began to rip away a veil, exposing that I didn’t come to Him ready to hear words for me. I only came to Him looking for His words to others. 

I rocked back. He was right, of course, but I couldn’t figure out why. “Why don’t I want to hear you talk about me?”

The answer came swiftly, because you don’t think I want to tell you how I feel about you. You’re afraid you won’t hear anything at all and then your suspicions would be right.

Tears leaked out onto my cheeks. The truth revealed the lie for the ugly mess it was. The rest of the night was spent pulling it down and destroying the stronghold. Truth rose from the rubble and I instantly began hearing God speak the wonderful things I’d been missing. It was water for my parched soul. That part of me hasn’t been dry since.

You may have a story like mine. But lies like what I believed aren’t the only things that can keep us from hearing God. Sin is an ugly word producing a wide range of emotions, but the fact is that it separates us from God (Is 59:2). God doesn’t leave, we push Him away. The things we choose to do matter. Sin is like a hook that drags our ears toward the voice of our adversary and away from God. Our character is defined and formed by the choices we make. The more we make poor decisions, the harder it is to hear the soft voice of God.

The noise of the world often acts like Dre’s beats, cancelling out the sounds of the kingdom. Satan is a loud-mouthed, roaring lion looking to fill our heads with nothing but His song (1 Peter 5:8). I’m certainly not going to spend any time talking about how bad electronics are in all their glorious forms. They’re useful and entertaining. But there’s a point in which they become what we serve. And to the extent we serve them, we won’t serve God. 

One of my best friends and mentor, Richard Mull, travels around the country talking about how God isn’t a mute. He reports that the percentage of people who don’t feel like they hear God often is very high. But by the end of the conference everyone reports hearing something. It’s no coincidence that the conference material deals with misunderstandings and wrong perceptions about God and His desire to talk to us. 

Jesus said that His sheep hear His voice (Jn 10:27). If there’s a problem with communication, consider that it’s the sheep having the issue and not the shepherd. He loves us more than we can grasp and wants us to hear and believe His beautiful thoughts toward us. He is talking. Let’s start listening.

A Common Question:

How do you start hearing God and how do you know it’s Him?

I can only answer out of my own experience and revelation I feel God has shared with me. Hearing God takes practice. It takes an invested effort into developing a relational intimacy with God. I think two essential elements in this are journaling and accountability.

Go to a quiet place if that’s best for you, or some like to play soft music. We’re all different so just build an environment where you can focus. Then just tell God you’re ready to hear Him. I sometimes ask, “What are you saying, Lord?”

When learning to hear the voice of God it’s important not to filter anything that goes through your mind. Write it all down including pictures, colors, and whatever else. Then you can send it to some people you feel can hear God well so they can help discern what’s Him and what’s not. Doing this can help you discover the way He speaks and what He sounds like.

However, you’re not going to be able to completely eliminate trial and error. Sometimes you’ll just have to step out in what you feel God has spoken and see where the chips fall. It can be hard to learn this way, but just remember that God’s arms are open, not crossed. You get unlimited chances to get it right. Mess-ups don’t equal disqualification. Learn from the experience, let God love on you and heal any wounds, and move on to the next opportunity.

Just remember that God wants to talk to you. It’s not an act of obligation to Him. He’s ready to tell you all sorts of things. There’s an excitement in His eyes when we say, “I’m ready to hear.” It’s what love is.
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Birthing the Supernatural through the Five Senses - J.D. King
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I thought, Is that you, God? If so, that's strange. While ministering with a team of leaders in a prayer service, I caught a glimpse of something unusual. A young woman came forward with what appeared to be a dangling, gold tube coming out of her nose. I had never encountered something like this in church before. Yet, as the hair stood up on the back of my neck, I recognized the unmistakable presence of God.

As I tried to take in what was happening, the gold tube abruptly “vanished.” Though not certain about what was transpiring, it was clear that I was having a “visionary” experience. What caught my imagination was confusing, but I knew the Lord was up to something.

Speaking to nearby ministry colleagues about the encounter, there was an uncertainty in the air. They didn't see anything and were generally uneasy with my report. While a lot of questions remained, there was still an underlying sense that God wanted to heal this woman. 

As the service wrapped up, I approached the woman and asked if anything was wrong with her nose. She looked a little dazed and said, “As a matter of fact, my nose has been bleeding. I didn't even tell my husband about it."

So, with her permission, I began to pray in the name of Jesus, commanding her bleeding nose to come into alignment. The pain went away and her nose was completely restored.

I honestly wasn't ready for this strange encounter. At the time it felt like I was relying too much on a subjective experience. My Bible college training and sense of propriety were challenged like never before. Nevertheless, a visceral image that I only observed for a few moments cracked open the door to Kingdom advancement. 

I am still trying to learn to apply this to my personal life and pastoral work. I desperately want to advance beyond the constraints of “religion” and have the Lord invade my imagination.

The Mind Is the Devil’s Playground?

I understand that the idea of God speaking through the realm of the imagination doesn’t sit well with everyone. I’m aware that a number of Christians are terribly uncomfortable with the realm of the senses.

I remember my childhood Sunday school teacher saying, “The mind is the devil's playground. You need to be careful with what you see and hear. If you're not diligent in all of this, it could send you to hell."

Later in the youth group, I was warned about the dangers of neon lights, popular music, and major motion pictures. More than once someone said, “Satan loves to use Hollywood and the arts to hijack the senses and turn the hearts of young people to the ways of darkness.” 

The way that leaders in my church counteracted this threat was to encourage the “dulling of the senses.” One of the deacons said, “Why don't you get rid of television, dress more plainly, and learn to think more rationally?” The imagination, along with any deep-seated emotions, were deemed enemies of the gospel. According to this line of thought, what was needed was the neutralization of the senses.

Some of the concerns were justified. Satan has never been hesitant to malign things. In his attempts to distort God's purposes, He will stoop to any level. The devil enjoys high-jacking the imagination in order to gain a foothold. In the context of all this, Paul warned believers about “vain imaginations” (Rom 1:21). So, we cannot afford to be ignorant of the devil's schemes in this area.

Yet, with that said, it’s seldom considered why people have such vivid imaginations in the first place. Although churchgoers will often try to renounce their senses, the attempts are often to no avail. Humanity, whether redeemed or not, is inexplicably drawn to the visceral. While people are exhorted to pull away from the realm of the imagination, they are rarely able to do so.

I have always been captivated by a beautiful sunset or a haunting melody. Incredible beauty and wonder draws me like few other things. 

I know some would consider this a tragic flaw, an example of great fallenness and sin. Yet, I see things differently. I believe that God intended for humanity to possess invigorated senses. He constructed men to truly feel and envision. From the time of conception, they were made to be cognizant of incredible realities.

Body, Soul, and Spirit at War?

As mankind was conceived in the Garden of Eden, God formed them as body, soul, and spirit. The characteristics of body and spirit are relatively understood, but the soul frequently requires more explanation. 

This term is a way of describing the mind, will, and emotions. The soul encompasses more than just thinking and decision-making; it involves the broad spectrum of perception. Through it, man comes into greater awareness and understanding.

It needs to be acknowledged that the body, soul, and spirit aren't “warring components” as the Greeks envisioned,​[1] but interdependent parts of the whole. Man wasn’t designed to be carved up and compartmentalized. Theologians Walter Ewell and Phillip Comfort acknowledge,

“Man is a unity of body and soul—terms that describe not so much two separate entities in a person as much as one person from different standpoints.”​[2] 

In a similar manner, N.T. Wright, the lauded New Testament scholar, fittingly describes the parts of humanity as simply a “differentiated unity.” He confidently declares,

My basic proposal is that we need to think in terms of a differentiated unity. Paul nowhere suggests that any of the key terms refers to a particular ‘part’ of the human being to be played off against any other. Each denotes the entire human being, while connoting some angle of vision on who that human is and what He or she is called to be.​[3] 

Despite reasoned assertions from scholars, a healthy understanding of humanity eludes many in the Christian community. Many churchgoers inadvertently misconstrue the New Testament. They insist that the soul is utterly decrepit and without value.

Rather than peering through a Hebraic lens, a Greco-Roman outlook is embraced. Gary Moon reluctantly acknowledges that, “Until recent decades the Christian theology of the soul has been more reflective of Greek (compartmentalized) than Hebrew (unitive) ideas.”​[4] 

An example of the prevailing Greek outlook can be seen in the writings of Watchman Nee (1903-1972). He insists,

All the works of the Holy Spirit are done through man's spirit; but the works of the enemy are done through man's soul. The Holy Spirit moves through the human spirit while the enemy spirit moves through the human soul. This is the basic point of difference between the operations of God and those of the enemy. God's work is initiated by the Holy Spirit, but the enemy's work is commenced in man's soul.​[5]

Sadly, this type of thinking pervades the Church. Numerous Evangelicals, along with those from the Pentecostal-Charismatic tradition, are unquestionably hesitant about the soul. While asserting the value of the Bible, its actual worldview and expressions are often dismissed. 

The Soul Reconsidered

The Bible discloses that the body, soul, and spirit were designed to work together; facilitating relationships, creativity, and the purposes of God. The pieces of humanity, the “dust of the earth” and the “breath of life,” were brought together to reflect the love and intent of the Heavenly Father.

After He finished, the loving Creator gazed upon His wonderful design and decreed, “It is very good” (Gen 1:31).

Sin ultimately distorted and marred humanity, affecting who we are at the deepest level (Gen 3:1-24). Yet, it must be acknowledged that the soul was no worse than any other component of humanity. All was equally damaged and all equally redeemable. The Apostle Paul confidently affirms, 

The God of peace shall make all of you perfectly holy and shall keep your whole spirit, soul, and body without fault for the arrival of our Lord Jesus Christ.

1 Thes 5:23 ABPE

I don't believe that God intends for any aspect of humanity to be maligned or discarded. He is redeeming all of it and restoring it to its original purpose.

There are a myriad of reasons that the soul should not be rejected. First of all, beauty, wonder, and creativity are more than a youthful distraction. This is what provides motivation and inspiration. Can there really be any viable art or conversation without the seedbed of the imagination? 

However, something greater is at stake. I’m convinced that the imagination is foundational to perceiving the mysteries of Heaven. This is rarely considered, but the soul of man was conceived by God to access visceral realities. The extraordinary way that our imagination gets caught up in color and sound are an aspect of its original design.

The imagination “sees” and “feels” what's hard to quantify. It’s the place where the physical and spiritual intersect. Through what is envisioned and felt, heavenly purposes come into focus. I believe this reality was alluded to in the book of Job.

For God may speak in one way, or in another, yet man does not perceive it. In a dream, in a vision of the night, when deep sleep falls upon men, while slumbering on their beds, when He opens the ears of men, and seals their instruction.

Job 33:14-16

This is more than mere poetry. It is depicting what happens to the imagination as the glory is refracted upon it. Just because much of humanity doesn’t perceive it, doesn’t mean that God isn’t speaking.

Biblical and Personal Experience

After the encounter with the woman with a “golden tube,” other visceral experiences took place. It was apparent that my perceptions had to change. The rationalistic impulse defining many of my previous experiences had to be discarded. It was time to peer beneath the surface and gain insight into what scripture says about imagination. My senses had to learn to distinguish between good and evil (Heb 5:14). 

Many haven’t taken time to consider how God communicated with individuals in scripture. Throughout the text, they were always listening, dreaming, and envisioning. They actually wanted God to communicate through the inexplicable realm of the imagination. Unlike believers today, they weren’t afraid to engage their Creator through the agency of the soul. 

The ancients weighed out every encounter, considering what God might actually be communicating to them. Unlike us, there was never an inclination to renounce their senses. They believed in engaging the imagination and were content to wrestle with the mystery.

In the following, I would like to explore ways that God invades the soul and briefly reflect on a few of my experiences. I am learning that believers are called to live our lives like the ancients. God has so much more to say to those who have ears to hear (Rev 2:7).

Sight

Throughout scripture, visual realities erupted and revealed the mysteries of God’s Kingdom. In one instance, God conveyed to Abraham the immensity of His covenant through the image of a smoking firepot and a blazing torch.

When the sun had set and darkness had fallen, a smoking fire pot with a blazing torch appeared and passed between the pieces. On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram and said, “To your descendants I give this land.”

Gen 15:17-18 NIV 

It isn’t just in the twilight hours that minds were invigorated. Visionary encounters also occurred in broad daylight. An example of this kind of exchange is observed in the life of Jeremiah. 

The word of the Lord came to me: “What do you see, Jeremiah?” “I see the branch of an almond tree,” I replied. The Lord said to me, “You have seen correctly, for I am watching to see that my word is fulfilled.” The word of the Lord came to me again: “What do you see?” “I see a pot that is boiling,” I answered. “It is tilting toward us from the north.”
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