God As My Guide
Sunday, October 15, 2017
Series: Oh, The Places You’ll Go! Except When
You Don’t.
Scripture: Galatians 5:16-26 (pg. 1770)
Theme: How to recognize the voice of God.
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I am now a licensed Wyoming Guide… [SLIDE]
This is my license… awarded to me after 2 classes,
one of them online, and then an 85-question test.

And the thing about guides is – they work.
Somewhere I saw statistics:
Hunters who hunt w/out guides have a 12%
success rate…
For those who hunt w/ guides: The success rate
climbs to somewhere north of 90%.
And that’s quite a difference: 1 out of 10 or 9 out
of 10…
Having a guide is a very good thing.

A good Wyoming Guide – and I am not one of those yet
– has several responsibilities to his clients…
One: Keep them alive.
It’s brutal out there… ruggedly beautiful & brutal.
So, you study your client: What can he do?
How much climbing?
Is she comfortable on a horse?
Is this guy gonna be OK getting up at 3:30 every
morning or will there be some sleep-in days?
[OFF]
Second responsibility, of course, is to give your client the
very best opportunity for success.
That means knowing where the animals are going
to be every day…
Being able to tell your client where they’re going
to appear in the timber when you have one responding to
your elk call…
Helping him to know if it’s a legal animal or one
he doesn’t want to harvest for some reason…

It means knowing your clients abilities:
Can he ethically shoot at an animal more than 200
yards away? 400 yards? What’s his skill level?
And how do I match her level of ability with the
appropriate opportunity?

Which got me thinking: Wouldn’t it be cool if we could
have a guide for some of the other parts of our lives
besides just our outdoor adventures?
Like when you’re about 6 months into your
marriage… and your spouse has been trying really hard
to nail the cooking thing… but it’s not going well…
So you are just about to say: “Hey hon, I was
thinking: Why don’t we ask my mom to come live with
us for a couple months and maybe she could teach you to
cook a little better?”
Your guide could say, “Whoa Nelly: Do you want to
live? Stay married? Good. Then let me help you know
how to have this conversation so everyone is happy.”
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And he does… and he puts you on a path where you start
learning to have difficult but honest conversations and
the episodes of yelling at each other go down by 90%.

One of the most important things that God wants to do
for us is to be our guide.
God guides us in many different ways.

Or maybe you’re thinking about leaving a job and
starting your own business… wouldn’t it be great to have
a guide who could reduce the risk and increase the
likelihood of success by 90%?

Maybe the most obvious is through Scripture…
- There’s a very well-known verse in Psalm 119:105~
[SLIDE] “Your word is a lamp to guide my feet;
It is a light for my path.”
Which is of course why we invest so much time on
a Sunday morning to learning & understanding scripture.
God can guide us through the Bible. [OFF]

Or maybe you’re in a new school and you were invited to
hang out with some new friends on Saturday night but
the place is a little bit sketchy and you just don’t know…
You really want friends… but are these the ones?
Wouldn’t a guide be great!?
We make decisions and choices all the time about which
doors we’re going to go through and which we’re not…
And bad decisions can so horribly wrong…
While going through the right doors can lead to
such joy and confidence…
The Bible says the Jesus has placed before all of us
an opened door…
Wouldn’t it be great if we could have a guide who
could say, “Choose this door. Go this way.”
Well, the Bible says, we do have such a guide.
Listen to this, from Galatians 5:16-26 (pg. 1770)…
We won’t be able to unpack everything we read
here, but pay attention especially to what this says about
the function of God’s Spirit in our lives. [READ]

God can guide us through other people…
In a lifetime, other people can have a huge
impact… some are friends, family, teachers…
Some of them are people we may never even meet
but God uses them to guide our lives…
Back in the very late 1980’s, early 1990’s, I had
grown very unsettled with church as I then knew it…
Church as I knew it had grown very inward
focused: We were good at talking to ourselves but not
making any kind of dent on our world…
I had heard of some churches that were breaking
the mold… and I got so desperate I called one or two…
One was in Chicago… and I said, “I’m a pastor,
but I’m willing to leave my job if I could just come out
and volunteer at your church for a year and learn what
you’re doing & how you’re doing it. Is there any
opportunity to do something like that?”
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The woman on the other end… I have no idea who it
was… chuckled and said, “We get that a lot. But don’t
quit your job. We starting to run conferences about how
to do church a better way. Why don’t you try a
conference before you write a resignation letter?”
She promised to send info: I went… and it not only
saved my career-life but it put my on an entirely new
path in the way I think about and do church.
God clearly used a woman I’ll never know to
guide me.

So to get a handle on just how God can guide us through
his Spirit, we need to think for just a minute about how
we humans communicate with one another normally:

So God can guide us all kinds of ways…
But the one way God guides us that is most
important for us to learn is how God guides us through
his Spirit.
How many of you have ever heard someone say the
phrase, “The Lord spoke to me…” or, “The Lord told
me…?”
There are some people & some religious traditions
that say those phrases quite easily and very often…
They are very confident that they hear from God
and that God is guiding them & telling them what to do.
On the other hand, there are other people and other
religious traditions that hardly ever talk like that…
I am in this second group… and while I am
sometimes uncomfortable with the language, I am just as
committed to the idea that God can guide us.

All of our communication is really the process of guiding
another person’s thoughts.
When we communicate, that’s what we’re doing.
We are influencing, or guiding each other’s
thoughts.
We can use words… which is what we’re doing right
now… and if you’re engaged, then I am guiding your
thoughts with words… that’s communication.
Now, I may not be guiding everyone’s thot’s:
I was at another church about a month ago for a
special service…
I was sitting behind a gentleman I guess was about
75 & he had a hearing aid on each ear.
When the first part of the service was over & the
pastor stood up to talk…
The guy casually reached up, took both hearing
aids off, and I think dropped them in his coat pocket.
Obviously his happy place did not involve having
his thoughts guided by the preacher guy.
At any rate – when we talk, we are guiding each other to
think about certain things in certain ways.
We can do it by writing… pictures… whatever.
But all communication is guiding another’s thoughts.
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Now, think about this: If God is here in our world, and if
he is present with us through his Spirit…
Then God’s Spirit does not have the physical
boundaries that all of us have because we live in a body.
He doesn’t have the limitations of a body…
So do you think it’s possible that God’s Spirit can
communicate directly w/ our spirit, our minds, w/out
having to use actual words that we hear or read?

In chap 3, he’s very young & he’s being raised by a man
named Eli…
1 night Samuel hears his name… he goes to Eli &
asks, “You called?”
Eli says, “I didn’t call. Go back to bed.”

Do you think God’s Spirit can guide our thoughts – that’s
what communication is, guiding each other’s thoughts –
so can God’s Spirit guide our thoughts w/out having to
use words that we hear or read?
I think so…
I think so.
Which means that our task is to learn how to recognize
what we might call the voice of God.
How do we learn to recognize when God is guiding
our thoughts so that we can follow what He’s saying?
Now, this idea of learning to recognize God’s voice is
Biblical…
There’s a wonderful story in the book of 1 Samuel about
a young, pre-teenage boy named Samuel – the book is
named after him…
Samuel will eventually become one of the most
important figures in the whole history of Israel, but that’s
only after he learned to recognize the voice of God…

The same thing happened 2 more times… & the 3rd time
Eli realizes what’s happening and he says, “Samuel, it
might be that God is speaking to you. So the next time
you hear this, simply respond, ‘Yes, Lord, I’m
listening.’”
And that ability to learn to recognize God’s voice
changed everything for Samuel.
So, how do we recognize God’s voice?
1st: Recognize that it’s personal, not magical.
Let me explain this – it’s important:
For 1000’s of years, human beings have tried to peak into
some kind of supernatural wisdom by looking for signs
or oracles…
Ancient Romans used to study the flight of birds
looking for some sign about whether or not it was a good
time for certain activities…
Other cultures studied sheep livers…
Or tea leaves…
The list is probably endless.
I was up at 5 Saturday morning & the guy on the radio in
the car was trying to talk intelligently about Tarot cards.
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heard a person say, “If she’s really a psychic and your
friend, shouldn’t she be calling you?”
This is magical thinking… it creates the illusion of
knowledge where none really exists.
And we Christians very easily slide into magical
thinking…
I was standing in line at Panera a month or so ago with a
woman who is a Christian…
We were both chatting about how much we love
bread, but I said, “I really should get an apple as my side
but I love their baguettes with soup.”
So I ordered the baguette… a few seconds later the
young Panera-worker peaked over the counter and said,
“I’m really sorry but I forgot we’re out of baguettes…
would you like to substitute another kind of bread?”
I chuckled and said, “Wow, that’s odd… Panera’s
out of bread.”
My friend said, seriously, I think: “Maybe it’s a
sign. You’re supposed to get the apple.”
This is magical thinking… it’s superstition, really…
It’s impersonal… it’s believing that God is really a
power… or a force… who can supernaturally manipulate
events to get me to eat healthy when I’d rather have the
bread…
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In Galatians 5:20 – in that rather long list of practices we
should avoid… the Bible mentions 2: idolatry and
sorcery…
Some of your bibles might say ‘witchcraft’ or
‘divination’ –
It’s really a warning, in part, about this kind of
magical thinking…
The belief that I can access some supernatural
power to gain insight into my future or some decision I
have to make.
It creates the illusion of knowledge where none really
exists.
What God is after is entirely relational, not magical…
God is after faith.
Faith requires me to say, “Jesus, I trust you. I
believe what you say is true so I’ll do it. I’ll follow you.”
So, in learning to recognize the voice of God, it’s not
magical… it won’t be impersonal signs…
God’s voice is personal, not magical.
2nd: Practice.
There’s a wonderful phrase in Galatians 5 about how to
follow the guidance of God’s Spirit… [SLIDE]
V. 25 – “Let us keep in step w/ the Spirit.”
Doesn’t say it that way in the Bible I read from…
that’s the best way to say what’s there: “Keep in step.”
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“To keep in step w/ someone” is obviously the ability to
walk side-by-side…
You walk w/ a person… you go where he goes…
You stop where she stops…
You hurry when he hurries and you lollygag where
he lollygags.
[OFF]
This idea has helped me a great deal in learning to follow
the guidance of God because as I have read the stories of
Jesus over and over, I have become so impressed with
how Jesus paid attention to things no one else was seeing
as Jesus walked from place to place.
When you read the Gospels, probably 1000 times
you will read the very unexciting phrase, “As they were
walking along…”
And what always follows is an episode in which
Jesus saw things, and paid attention to things, that no one
else did…
He sees a man up a tree…
He sees a blind man alongside the road…
He sees a few of his friends having a heated
conversation with each other…
He takes a break by a well and he sees a woman
come for water… He sees a funeral procession…
He sees a crippled man by a pool…
He sees a poor widow putting her offering in the
outside offering box in the Temple…
He sees a rich man hurrying home w/ a worried
look on his face... a farmer scattering seeds…

And all of these episodes in which he sees what no one
else sees because they’re not paying attention…
All of them become life changing encounters and
remain so to this day…
All because Jesus is paying attention.
So, in learning to follow the guidance of God, I have
learned to practice the idea that I am walking through life
side-by-side with Jesus… the Spirit of Jesus.
And I want to learn to pay attention in the same
way Jesus did.
To me, that is the very best way I have to describe
what it is like to recognize the voice of God…
It is those moments when I have a sense of God’s
Spirit simply wanting me to pay attention.
God’s Spirit isn’t necessarily telling me what to
do, it is just a sense that I am to pay attention…
And then do my best to do what Jesus might do.
An example:
I told you this story in greater detail 2 summers ago…
A few of you might remember it…
I was doing a lunchtime Parkway bike ride…
Those of you who know me know my lunchtime
bike rides are not leisurely ‘listen-to-the-birds’ rides…
These are wear the spandex… start the stopwatch
on the bike computer… and do it as fast as you can rides.
It was a beautiful summer day w/ lots of people
and dogs and horses…
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I came to a place in the parkway where you climb a hill
and at the top you make a sharp right turn, there’s a 30
ft., rather steep drop down to the river on the left…
And then you go flying down the hill.

She was in no position to drive so eventually I put my
bike in her car & drove her home… but at 1 point, w/
tears flooding her cheeks and snot running down her nose
she said, “I’ve been praying and praying and praying;
why doesn’t Jesus answer my prayers?”
I said, “He did. Just now. Today. You needed a
pastor & he gave you one… granted, in spandex, which
as my wife would say is enough to inspire the gag
reflex… but nevertheless, Jesus did answer your
prayers.”
Her eyes got wide, she sobbed some more… at that
point she was still sitting in the driver’s seat although I
had taken her keys…
She put her head on her arms across the steering
wheel and sobbed out a remarkable prayer asking for
forgiveness and asking Jesus to take her heart and give
her a new life…

As I came to the top of the hill & made the sharp turn to
the right… there was suddenly right in front of me, a
Doberman just sitting in the middle of the trail…
And there was an immediate sense of ‘pay
attention’ – no guidance about what to do, just ‘this is a
pay attention’ moment.
Other people had walked or ridden by the
Doberman… (People told me they saw, wondered…)
But I stopped… and after a few seconds I heard a
very faint voice of someone calling for help…
I got off my bike and found an older woman,
maybe in her 60’s, had fallen down the drop-off and she
was ½ in, ½ out of the river at the bottom…
Dirty, leaves in her hair… and very weakly saying,
“Help!”
Long-story short—the next few hours were involved with
getting this lady up the cliff… walking her back to her
car… discovering that she was an alcoholic who had
been sober for 3 years but had been drinking that
morning due to a broken relationship…
We sat together in her car… she sobbed… we
prayed together… I got her phone number and the phone
number of her AA sponsor who happened to be away…

She left her house needing a pastor that day and God
gave her one…
And what it meant for me was just stopping my
bike when I felt that sense from Jesus: “Pay attention,
and then do what I would do.”
Since I drove her home, I knew where she lived, I
stopped by twice in the next week to make sure she had
been to her meetings and was back in touch w/ her
sponsor…
She was, and all is well w/ her soul.
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All of us have those very subtle, very quiet moments
when we have this sense… however you describe… of
‘pay attention.’
Like young Samuel in the Temple… you might not
recognize it as the voice of God’s Spirit…
So maybe you brush it off… maybe you ignore it…
But why not listen?
Why not practice?
This is how we learn to hear the voice of God…
It how we learn to be guided by God.

Just then the person I was waiting for arrived… I was
still having a conversation on the phone…
By the time I could wrap things up, say hello to my
friend… I looked over at the table and the 3 were eating.
And I tho’t, “I don’t know… I wouldn’t know
what to say… I’m sure my friend would think it was odd
if I explained that I tho’t I was supposed to go over and
talk to the family…”
So, I did nothing.
That’s OK... I’m still learning… still practicing…
Jesus is bigger than me and I’m sure that if he
wants to answer that woman’s prayers, I may have been
invited to walk along but Jesus isn’t going to quit just
because I got a little hitch in my giddy-up.

Usually, God will not tell us exactly what to do or what
to say… (Remember, God is raising good deciders…not
make all your decisions for you.)
Just pay attention, and then do what Jesus might do
if he were walking w/ you.
It will not always go well…
You won’t always act the right way or even act at all.
2 weeks ago I was meeting someone from Horizon
for lunch…
I was waiting outside the restaurant and my phone
rang & while talking, I was kind of slowly pacing up &
down the sidewalk by the big windows of this restaurant.
One time I turned and noticed at a table just inside
a woman was on her knees, holding hands w/ 2 young
children… all of them had their eyes closed and all of
them were crying and it looked like mom was praying.
Again… it was very much a ‘pay attention’ moment.

But for all of us… practice…practice in the small ways…
Keep in step with the Spirit… because if it is the
Spirit of God, then it is the Spirit of Jesus…
Learn to walk w/ him… with Jesus.
And at those moments when you feel that tiny little
voice saying, “Pay attention,” then do so.
Don’t be afraid…
You’re walking with Jesus now… pay attention,
and do what you think Jesus might do.
It might happen to you today… tomorrow… you are
walking w/ Jesus now… pay attention… practice.
And remember, it was Jesus who said, “Don’t be
afraid. I am with you.”

