
Learning to Hear God Speak - Week One (September 26th) 

God Wants Relationship 

Jesus teaches his followers to pray ‘Our Father...’. Even in this most basic of Christian prayers, 
we discover that our relationship to God is not a distant one, but one where we can use the 
terms that properly belong to family life. The story of the Bible is of God living in relationship 
with people. His desire for this relationship is so strong, that even though his people reject him, 
he will come to meet them in the person of Jesus. 

Jesus talks about this relationship in extremely strong terms –especially in John’s gospel. In 
John 17, Jesus speaks of a mutual indwelling between the Father and himself – they are ‘in’ 
each other. This mutual indwelling is something that is to be extended to the disciples. Jesus 
prays about the disciples that ‘I myself may be in them’. (John 17:26). 

This indwelling relationship of God in us is dependent first of all on holiness. Earlier in the same 
address Jesus tell his disciples: ‘If you love me, you will obey what I command. And I will ask the 
Father and he will give you another Counsellor to be with you forever’. (John 14:15-16) 

Holiness is simply a life orientated around God. Our love for him leads to a natural obedience, 
and this obedience as a learned habit helps to strengthen and enable a deepening knowledge 
of him. It all comes as a result of God’s grace operating in us – but it’s something that we have 
to cooperate with. We don’t earn or ‘deserve’ this relationship. On the other hand we need to 
permit it. That means allowing God to change us to be more and more like him. The measure 
with which our character is conformed to God’s character will be the measure to which we are 
able to know him. 

This choice to allow God to work in us and to allow us to know him better is what it means to 
‘seek God’. Psalm 27 is a wonderful encouragement in this endeavour. David (the psalm’s 
writer) asks only one thing of God – ‘to dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to 
gaze upon the beauty of the Lord and to seek him in his temple.’ (Psalm 27:4). If we’re to learn 
to know God’s voice we must first be prepared to seek God himself. 

That takes a commitment – you see David only claimed to seek one thing. We often want to 
remain as we are, with perfectly respectable lives, but not quite sold out for the King of Kings. 
God would have us seek him with all we are.  



Group Study 

John 17:24-26 
Think of some of the evidence from the gospel stories that Jesus knows the Father. What is the 
consequence of that knowledge in his life? 

Look at the passage: Is that what Jesus want for me too? What else does he want? 

What can I do to let this prayer of Jesus be true in my life? 

Pray for one another – perhaps in threes or fours. Pray that the love that the Father has for 
Jesus might be in each one, and that Jesus himself might be in them. Pray for one at a time and, 
if you are comfortable with this, lay hands on the person that you are praying for. As you pray, 
ask the Holy Spirit to guide you in your prayers. Be open to the idea that God might be at work 
and is able to help you in your prayers and give you a sense of something, or a word or a 
picture. If the people who prayed for you said anything you want to remember, write it down 
here: 
  



Learning to Hear God Speak - Week Two (October 3rd) 

How God Speaks 

The fundamental way in which God speaks is not ‘audible voice’ to ‘hearing canal’, but ‘Spirit’ to 
‘spirit’. I think that one of the most profound statements of this communication comes in 
Romans 8:16 where Pauls says that ‘The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s 
children’. 

This spirit to spirit communication sits beneath all the particular ways in which God speaks to 
us. The ‘particular way’ might be through Scripture, or paying attention to God in and through 
other people and circumstances, or the ‘interior’ voices of words or images or thoughts within 
our consciousness. The scriptures describe many ‘mechanisms’ for God speaking – dreams, 
visions, angels, a still small voice, the words of prophecy – along with their images and actions. 

Whatever the means through which God speaks on a particular occasion, it is a means for his 
Spirit to speak to ours. Hence, often, people cannot track down a ‘means’ at all – you just 
‘know’ something in your ‘knower’. Augustine pinned this down, when he described God as 
being ‘closer to me than I am to myself’. 

As we learn to draw closer to God, so we increasingly recognise ‘spirit to spirit’ communication 
going on in and through all the various activities of our lives, in our bible reading and in our 
prayer. It is not that God ‘speaks’ on rare occasions and with a booming voice (although he 
could do...). It’s that God is continuously speaking, and that we must learn to listen. 

As we identify God as one whose Spirit is in us, and is constantly in communion with us, so we 
recognise that our growth in hearing God will come as we train ourselves to be attentive to 
God, and learn to quiet down the competing voices that come from our own selfishness, our 
busyness and the chaos of this world. 

This attentiveness to God in the middle of a life which is often busy, difficult and confusing is 
captured well by Psalm 42:7: 

 ‘Deep calls to deep in the roar of your waterfalls’ 
  



Group Study 

Ephesians 1:15-19 
For the Ephesians to know God better, Pauls prays for the Spirit of ‘wisdom and revelation’. 
How has that operated in your life to help you know God better? 

What is it like to see something with the ‘eyes of your heart’? Think of an instance when you 
‘saw’ something with your heart, and describe how it happened. 

Paul wants us to ‘know the hope to which he has called you’. This knowledge is not a matter of 
hearing something audibly, but of being assured of something deep inside. When has God 
‘spoken’ such truths to you? 

This prayer of Paul’s is a really good one! In smaller groups you might like to share how you 
want to grow in the areas of – ‘wisdom and revelation’, seeing with the ‘eyes of your heart’ and 
‘knowing the hope’. Use the prayer of Paul as the basis of your prayers for one another. After 
the session, write down here what it is that you’d especially like to ask God for: 



Learning to Hear God Speak - Week Three (October 10th) 

How To Listen 

If we’re to hear God, the secret is to learn how to listen. The key to listening to God will be to 
draw close to him and to align our lives with him – to conform our hearts and wills to his. There 
are three steps which will help us on our way. 
The steps are to desire God, to focus our attention on him, and to let go of anything that get in 
our way (repentance). 
The common phrase in the Old Testament, and especially the Psalms is ‘seeking’ God. We need 
to really desire to know God, and to be in relationship with him, and to be prepared to pursue 
that. The spiritual journey is not necessarily easy or straightforward, so we must really set our 
hearts on it. It is this desire for God that is at the beginning point of what means to ‘love’ him. 
While the more we let go of our selfishness and pride, the more we will be able to desire God 
nevertheless a desire for God is properly at the start of this process. It is out of the desire for 
the journey, that we will commit to the path, and throw off the things that get in our way. Of 
course as we begin, and unburden ourselves, that only helps our desire for the destination to 
grow. 
 
However, desire is not enough by itself. In needs to be followed through by the disciple of 
active attention. We need to be intentional about seeking God, and watching for his voice 
throughout our days. This requires intentionality. We must set aside time for our prayers, and 
for our bible reading and this time must not be rushed. We must allow ourselves to go from the 
place of prayer to consciously choose to be alert and attentive to God’s presence throughout 
our day. 
Finally, the more we seek God, the more we become aware of our need for repentance. Until 
we began to draw near to God we might not have been aware of anything getting in the way. 
Suddenly we become aware that to really be aware of God we must become like him. We need 
to commit to letting God deal with the rubbish that we cling to, and to choose to let it go. 
These three steps – desire, attention and repentance, well describe what the Old Testament 
means when it talks about ‘fearing’ God. An appreciation of who God is makes us treat him 
utterly seriously, and turn away from the pride and sin that keeps us from him. When we learn 
to fear him, it comes with a promise: ‘The Lord confides in those who fear him.’ (Psalm 25:14) 
  



Group Study 

Psalm 24 
Imagine yourself going up to Jerusalem on pilgrimage to the Temple. You are hoping for more 
than a pleasant holiday – you are keen to meet with God. Spend a little time imagining this 
seen, and then write down what you feel: 

What are the things that tend to muddy up your hands and your heart? 

What do you need to do to get them clean? 

1 John 1:8-9 says ‘if we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 
If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness’. Pray for one another, that God might cleanse you, and give you cleans hands 
and a pure heart. You might like to write down here a prayer of thanks that God is able to make 
you clean so that you can know him. 
  



Learning to Hear God Speak - Week Four (October 17th) 

Listening to Scripture 

There is the world of difference between knowing Scripture and allowing it to speak to you. As 
James says about ‘believing that there is one God’ – ‘even the demons believe that – and 
shudder’. (James 2:19) We must not just read the text of the Bible and understand it, we must 
allow ourselves to hear it in such a way that we allow it to change us and shape the way that we 
live. 

The bible is not there as an end in itself, but as a means for us to comprehend God better, and 
for his Holy Spirit to speak into our lives. To allow it to work like that we need to learn not just 
to read the text, but to give it space to speak. For me, once I have read a passage, I then need 
to ‘meditate’ on it. I need to let is sink into me and then ask God to reveal himself to me 
through it. It’s much longer process than ‘just’ reading. 

The church has always understood that this kind of prayerful attention to scripture is required if 
we are to hear God speak to us through it. The tradition of a ‘holy reading’ (Lectio Divina) 
suggests a process where we allow our attention to the text to draw us to a particular idea or 
phrase. We then let ourselves chew over the part of the text that we were drawn to – and let 
God show us our lives in it and what he would speak to us from it. Out of this arises a response 
in prayer to God which leads us finally to simply resting in his presence. Then we may turn again 
back to the text etc... as time permits. 

The other great tradition comes out of the exercises of Ignatius of Loyola. He suggests a reading 
of scripture where we allow our imagination to take us into the scene which we are reading. As 
we meditate on the passage we ask ourselves – what do things look like, what can I hear, what 
can I touch? Smell the streets of Jerusalem that you are walking through, taste the bread Jesus 
breaks and hands to you. Not everyone is able to exercise their imagination (a good centre for 
hearing God) so easily, but it comes with practice. We then might choose to look at a figure in 
the scene we are imagining and ask them a question, or just listen to what they would say to us. 
While we obviously need to weigh what we ‘hear’ and ‘see’, nevertheless this is a great way to 
allow God to speak into our lives through scripture. 

As you go through the studies this week, make a conscious effort to do more than just read a 
passage quickly and think about it. Savour the scriptures – chew them, and allow yourself to 
rest with them for awhile. Ask God to speak to you through them, and be attentive for the voice 
of his Spirit as you do so.  



Group Study 

Hebrews 4:12-13 
How has God’s word acted in your life to ‘divide soul and spirit, joint and marrow’. 

Think of a time when your thoughts and attitudes were challenged by God’s word. How did it 
happen? 

Do you ever try and hide from the eyes of the one before whom ‘everything is uncovered and 
laid bare’? What excuses do you use? 

Take some time to share in small groups about the methods of reading the Bible that you tried 
this week. One or both of them might have seemed quite alien, but listen carefully to others 
experience before leaping to quickly to a negative conclusion. What has helped you to allow 
God to speak more clearly to you through his word? 
 
Pray for one another that you might grow in your ability to hear him through his written word. 
 
If anything has been helpful to you this week make a note here: 
  



Learning to Hear God Speak - Week Five (October 24th) 

Listening to Circumstances 

Many are the plans in a man's heart, but it is the LORD's purpose that prevails. (Proverbs 19:21) 
 

My favorite Augustine quote is ‘love God and do as you please’. Not that we should take that as 
license to gratify whatever destructive desires we might have, but that if we love God our 
desires will line up with his. Our instinct will be to do the right things. 

As we draw close to God and allow our lives to be more and more closely aligned with his, we 
can expect to know him in and through the daily events of this life. Just as our instincts and 
desires become a good indicator of God’s way, so we can also hear God’s voice through the 
encounters we have and the circumstances we find ourselves in. 

We see this clearly in Jesus’ life – as someone who the gospel says was ‘led by the Spirit’. He 
could read people and circumstances with unerring accuracy. At the beginning of Mark’s gospel, 
where the teachers of the law are outraged by Jesus pronouncing sins forgiven, the text says, 
‘Jesus knew in his spirit [what] they were thinking in their hearts’ (Mark 2:8). You could 
probably quickly think of a dozen more instances where Jesus was clearly able to see clearly the 
truth about a person or a circumstance with an extraordinary degree of clarity. 

This ability to read things clearly that Jesus demonstrates is not a gift he had by virtue of a 
‘divine nature’, but something he was able to do because he was ‘full of the spirit’ and ‘led by 
the spirit’. It’s something that arose from a close walk with his heavenly Father. As such, it is 
something that we are to imitate and grow in. 

There’s not some simple rule of thumb to listening to circumstances (‘After the girl you ask out 
says ‘no’ for the 12th time, you should really take the hint...’). We need to develop an increasing 
sensitivity to allowing God to guide and lead us and give us insight and understanding in and 
through all the things of this life. In the prophet Jeremiah’s day the people are deceiving 
themselves about their standing with God. He gives a call for them to look and ask for God’s 
path through life:  

Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is, and 
walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls. (Jeremiah 6:16) 



Group Study 

Acts 16:6-8 
In the first couple of verses, twice the Spirit ‘keeps them from’ or ‘will not allow them’. When 
have you wanted to do something that was good in and of itself, but you have been unable to 
do it? 

When something doesn’t work out, how do you decide whether God is telling you that he 
wants you to do something else, or whether you need to persevere? 

Are there any things in your life at the moment where God is leading you somewhere that you 
did not want to go? 

When things are difficult to read or understand it really helps to have the kind of insight that 
Paul got by being given a vision in the night. Pray in small groups for one another, that God 
would make the way ahead clear in any areas of your lives where you especially need guidance. 
If people in your groups have any visions or pictures or insights as they pray, write them down 
here: 
  



Week Six (October 31st) 

Listening to the Spirit 

As well as through the medium of the Bible, and the circumstances of life, God’s Spirit also 
directly speaks to our spirit as we set time aside in prayer, and allow that prayer to be one of 
attentive listening, rather than just a rapid catalogue of requests. 

The usual medium for that conversation will be our ‘sanctified imagination’. That is to say that 
the interior space in which we hear, or see or think anything is the same place where we hear 
or see or understand God’s voice. Shut your eyes and imagine a conversation that you had 
yesterday. That is your interior ‘hearing’. Do the same thing, and recall what the inside of your 
hallway looks like. You can see that your ‘imagination’ is quite alive and well. 

It is in these spaces that we must learn to distinguish God speaking in and through us. You can 
see that the distinction is rather difficult – what is the thought, image or word that came 
because I had too much cheese last night and what is there because God dwells within me, and 
his spirit resonates with mine? However, the closer we draw to God, the more reliable this 
interior hearing becomes. Our imagination (and our conscience) more closely gives us a reliable 
guide to what God is saying to us. 

Some of this skill in ‘listening to the Spirit’ requires discipline and intention in our prayer lives. 
We must make the space in our prayer to listen not just speak, and we must be attentive to the 
voice of the Spirit, and learn to recognise and distinguish it from our own interior voice. 

Mark and Patti Virkler are excellent in their approach to helping people learn this skill. I 
commend ‘How to hear God’s voice’ or ‘Dialogue with God’ to you. Mark takes a starting point 
for the principles he teaches from Habakkuk chapter 2. We will be looking at it this week. His 
four keys, though, are worth outlining quickly here. There is much more that he has to say, but 
hopefully this might at least be the beginning of a signpost along the way: 

1. God’s ‘voice’ is most likely to come as ‘spontaneous thoughts’ 
2. I need to still my own thoughts before I can tune into the Spirit 
3. We need to actively choose to fix our eyes on Jesus 

Journaling our prayers and God’s answers helps us weigh what is really God’s voice and to 
develop a conversation.  



Group Study 

Habakkuk 2:1-3 
Habakkuk is committed to standing at his watch, and looking to see what God will give him. 
How do you make time to ‘look and see’ what God will give you? 

The prophet fixes his attention on what God will show him. What have you found most helpful 
in fixing your attention on God? 

God instructs Habakkuk to write down the revelation he receives. Have you ever kept a 
‘spiritual journal’? Did it help? Should you try it? 

Bruce Collins suggests a good exercise in developing this ‘interior hearing’ of God’s voice – 
especially as we use it prophetically to serve the church. In threes, pray for one person at a 
time. Lay your hands on them, and pray entirely in silence for 3 or 4 minutes, being open to 
God placing thoughts, words or images in your imagination. Share those things that are 
‘strengthening, encouraging or comforting’ (1 Cor. 14:3) with the person you are praying for. 
Report your experiences back to the whole group – did anyone feel that God had used this to 
say anything specific to them through the person praying for them in their group? Were people 
encouraged by this exercise? Be careful as you weigh these things – our spiritual hearing is not 
nearly as advanced as it might be! 
 
Write down here anything that people had for you as they prayer, especially if it ‘rang true’. 



Learning to Hear God Speak - Week Seven (November 7th) 

Discerning God’s Voice 

In this life we ‘know in part and we prophesy in part’ (1 Cor. 13:9). Colin Urquhart, in his 
teaching on hearing God, often describes the way in which we hear God as a ‘mixture’. The 
voice of the transcendent God is always mixed with my own voice. It’s why, when we make 
decisions or look for guidance, we should pay careful attention to the discernment and counsel 
of the whole body of Christ. 

As I grow in my relationship with God, though, I do get better at distinguishing what God is 
putting on my heart, from just my own desires and wants. One of the keys to this is filtering out 
the things that really get in the way. A big stumbling block is when I have allowed something in 
my heart to become so big, that it defines my thoughts and actions, not God. This could be a 
desire for respect, or wealth, or pleasure; it could be a long seated hurt or bitterness; it could 
be an inherited value or a philosophical or religious conviction. All of these can become items in 
our hearts to which we allocate an ultimate authority – they can come to take God’s place in 
the inner sight of our interior life. Things that take God’s place are what the Bible calls ‘idols’. 
Learning to distinguish God’s voice will come as we learn to identify the ‘idolatrous’ voices 
which seek to take precedence over his and learn to let go of them. 

As I become more and more aligned with God in my interior understanding (my ‘worldview’) – I 
also become more attuned to his voice. Sometimes it seems that something from God is crystal 
clear – a very clear picture or word or thought that seems to come with great strength and not 
just from me. Other times, it is a little more tentative. 

There are a number of guides for those ‘other times’ which I find helpful. I offer just three here: 

 

1. If it’s God, I should look to see it confirmed in the witness of others. Often 2 or 3 people 
clearly have the same ‘word’ independently. 

2. If it’s God’s voice it’s often persistent. Think of Samuel in the temple – it took several times 
of his believing it was just a human voice before Eli was able to teach him to listen out for 
God’s voice. 

3. If I speak or act on the basis of what I’ve ‘heard’, it will be powerful and effective if it’s really 
God. 

 
Above all, learn to listen to God with humility and an obedient heart.  



Group Study 

Romans 12:1-2 
What does it mean for me to offer myself to God in worship? What parts of my life might I be 
reluctant to give as a living sacrifice (i.e. something ‘made holy’)? 

How does my mind get renewed? 

A holy life and a renewed mind means that I will be able to ‘test and approve God’s will’. What 
are the next steps for me to take in developing these? 

Again in threes and fours pray for one another. Share with one another the things that tend to 
‘get in the way’ for each of you. Pray that God would help you to clear these out of the way, 
that you might be able to discern his voice and his will for each of you better. 
  



Learning to Hear God Speak - Week Eight (November 14th) 

Developing the Relationship 

Hopefully it’s become clear over the course of these studies that the critical factor in hearing 
God’s voice is the closeness of our relationship to him. In this final week, we are going to think 
about what we can do, going forward, to develop that relationship. 

In the introduction to the course, I suggested that desire, holiness and attention were the three 
things that we needed to develop in order to gain a closer relationship with our heavenly 
Father. If you want to come closer to him, then you need to be intentional about these three 
things. 

Desire really comes down to the choice to seek God. As we come closer to him, the fruit of that 
relationship will fuel our desire to know him better, but we fundamentally need to be resolved. 
St John of the Cross talks about the experience of a ‘dark night of the soul’ and it will be no 
good in our spiritual journey if we quit at the first sign of difficulty. Like Christian in ‘Pilgrim’s 
Progress’ we need to have our eyes firmly fixed on the destination and not let the temporary 
difficulties we face destroy our desire to seek God. 

Coupled with the desire to grow in our relationship with God, must come a surrender of our 
sinful nature to God. It’s only as we allow our lives to be aligned with God’s life (to become 
‘holy’) that we can really know him better. If we hold onto self destructive and selfish habits 
and patterns of thought, we will also find that we desire to know God less and less – it is too 
threatening to the continuance of the bad habits we are in. 

This intentionality must be coupled to concrete action. The business of building any relationship 
takes commitment and time. It is no different with our relationship with God. A pattern of 
prayer, self examination and a daily consecrating of self to God’s purpose is required if we are 
to grow in our love of God and holiness of life. More than just wanting it, we need to be 
disciplined. That means setting time aside for bible reading, prayer and meditation, and 
continuing to ‘practice God’s presence’ throughout our days. Like an athlete training for a great 
race, we will similarly commit to the discipline, training and exercise required. 

I pray that you will come to know God more and more and that this week, you might evaluate 
the habits and practices of your spiritual life that you have and which you need to develop in 
order to know him better. 
  



Group Study 

Hebrews 12:14-17 
We’re to make ‘every effort’ to live in peace and to be holy? What are the efforts that you 
make in this direction? 

Bitterness is extremely destructive. How you suffered from bitterness, and what can you do to 
counter it? 

How can we encourage one another to holiness and godliness? 

Perhaps you might like to use the prayer of Paul described in Colossians 1:9-12 to pray for one 
another. Read the passage in small groups of three and four, and then pray for one another. 
 


