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Discussion Guide
Hearing god
ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•  in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

getting Started: 
10 minutes

• do you believe regularly communicating is 
an important part of a friendship? could you 
elaborate?  

diving into tHe text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• discuss the idea of cessationism and how scripture 
teaches that god still speaks to people in our 
modern world. 

• read John 15.9-17 aloud. pause. read the text 
once more.  

• according to Jesus, what is the nature of our 
relationship with him? seek to find as many 
answers as possible in the text. 

• in light of the nature of our relationship with Jesus, 
what might we expect in terms of communication 
with him? could you explain?  

• practically, what might the experience of this 
communication entail?  

• do you believe most people experience this kind of 
communication with Jesus? could you elaborate?  

• read John 16.12-15.  
• what, if anything, do these verses have to add to 

the issue of communicating with Jesus?  
• in light of Jesus’ words, would you identify the 

issues we experience with our communication with 
Jesus as theological or practical? why might this 
be the case?  

• how might one go about addressing this issue? 
what might it look like to lean into this issue 
together as a group?  

• consider closing by praying (communicating!) with 
Jesus, asking him to lead and guide you so that you 
might not Just speak to him but also hear from him. 

Context, BaCkground, and Commentary

Cessationism
cessationism is the belief that with the closing of the new 
testament canon (around 90 a.d.), the presence and use 
of the miraculous spiritual gifts ceased. the identification 
of these gifts differs between cessationists, but the 
primary three are prophecy, speaking in tongues, and the 
interpretation of tongues. cessationism is an outworking 
of dispensational theology, a recent form of theological 
interpretation, primarily popularized in america by 
John nelson darby and the scofield reference bible. 



dispensational theology posits god works in different 
ways during different periods of time in salvation 
history or dispensations. while a relative newcomer to 
the theological scene—it was only introduced in the 
late 19th century—and reJected by most systematic 
theologians, dispensational thought took root and 
thrived in evangelical circles with baptistic leanings 
throughout the early 20th century, due in large part 
to the influence of the scofield reference bible upon 
pastors who had little if any other theological training. 
one might say, for many of these pastors, the commentary 
found in this bible was elevated to a status of “nearly-
inspired” or words which stood next to scripture in their 
authority.  
as an outworking of dispensational theology, 
cessationism argues the miraculous spiritual gifts of 
prophecy, tongues, and the interpretation of tongues 
were for the dispensation referred to as the apostolic 
age, to be used as signs authenticating the preaching 
of the apostles. the primary text used to support this 
position is 1 corinthians 13.8-13. in this passage, paul 
notes a day will come when all spiritual gifts except 
faith, hope, and love would cease. cessationists argue 
this day transpired with the passing of the last living 
apostle, John, sometime around 90 a.d. this argument 
is important with respect to the issue of hearing god 
speak because it explicitly leads to the understanding 
that god no longer speaks, verbally, to people. rather, 
the last words god verbally spoke were heard from the 
mouth and pen of John. the argument follows that the 
words which were god’s spoken words which were to be 
remembered were written down and are what we have as 
our old and new testaments. therefore, one might read 
scripture if he wishes to hear god and the holy spirit 
might illumine these words for him so that he might know 
how to apply them to his life, but in this no new words 
are spoken.  
several issues arise with the cessationist view, two of 
which are pertinent with respect to whether it is possible 
to hear god today and not Just receive illumination 
concerning what god has already said. first, the context 
of 1 corinthians 13.8-13 clearly refers to the return 
of christ, not the death of John (1 corinthians 13.12). 
while paul does speak of a cessation of gifts, he notes 
this day is linked to the return of Jesus, not the death of 
the last living apostle. therefore, paul is not arguing 
that in the present day, it is no longer possible for god to 

continue speaking in a verbal manner.  
second, the interpretation of this passage linking it to the 
death of John is really about a desire to protect the new 
testament canon as closed with this and other scriptures 
being used toward that end. the issue of whether the canon 
of scripture is open or closed (nothing further can be 
added) is a matter of debate. dispensationalists interpret 
the warning against adding to the book of revelation 
(revelation 22.18-19) as applying to all of scripture, 
although doing so takes the verse out of context. if the 
canon is closed then the continuation of spiritual gifts like 
prophecy pose a problem, because, as a word from god, 
prophecy stands as something which is of scripture-quality. 
therefore, if prophecy continues, then, the reasoning goes, 
it should be written down and added to the canon, but 
this is not possible because the canon is closed. therefore, 
prophecy cannot exist. the argument is somewhat circular, 
but one can see the serious issue the continuation of the 
ability to hear from god poses to those who believe the 
canon is closed. however, this argument is somewhat 
overblown, because few who believe in the continuation 
of prophecy and tongues argue these are of scripture-
quality. most argue these are modern words from god, 
but they do not add to or contradict scripture. therefore, 
the cessassionist argument about adding to scripture 
is more about what they assume others to believe rather 
than what they truly believe about the openness of the 
canon. theoretically, the canon does remain open, because 
scripture does not contain an admonition against recording 
additional inspired words of god. however, the process of 
adding to the canon would prove herculean in our modern 
context. on the ancient church, three requirements had to 
be met for something to be considered scripture: passing 
tests of orthodoxy, having beneficial qualities to many, 
and the acceptance as scripture by the church at large. 
the ancient church had many writings which met one or 
two of these criteria, but only the 27 books of our new 
testament met all three! today, one would be hard pressed 
to imagine a scenario where all three might be met today. 
in other words, the new testament canon is theoretically 
open but practically closed. 
it is better and in keeping with the contextual argument of 
scripture to posit all spiritual gifts remain in effect until 
the return of christ. at this point, many of these gifts will 
no longer be needed for the gifts are about making christ 
known in an experiential manner, and, with his return, 
he will be fully known and experienced. for the issue of 



hearing god in a verbal manner, this is of the utmost 
importance, because it means that god can speak at 
various times and in a variety of ways, including through 
the prophets because of the work of the holy spirit 
(hebrews 1.1; John 16.13-15). 

tHe text 
tHe god WHo SpeakS

the consistent testimony of scripture reveals god desires 
and does speak to people. the author of hebrews best 
sums up how god has spoken when he states god has 
spoken to people both through prophets and in various 
other ways (hebrews 1.1). some of these ways include 
oracles and stories (hosea 12.10), audible voice (exodus 
33.11; 1 kings 19.11-12), visions and dreams (genesis 
46.2), theophanies (exodus 19.17-25), and even a 
donkey (numbers 22.21-35)! however, the author of 
hebrews also notes god has spoken most clearly with 
Jesus (hebrews 1.2); that is, in Jesus’ life, his ministry, 
and words the voice of god is heard. this is possible 
because Jesus is the word of god enfleshed (John 1.14).  
clearly, god is one who desires to communicate with 
people. that god has spoken is a matter of little debate. 
what is at issue is whether god continues to speak today. 
does god still speak, verbally? does he reveal new 
words and messages, new guidance in a way which is 
personal and intimate both to persons and communities of 
faith? the answer seems obvious, depending on which side 
of the cessation debate one falls. however, beyond the 
theological debate lies the practical experience of hearing 
god. even those who argue it is theologically possible 
for god to still speak, struggle practically to provide 
definitive evidence of hearing god’s voice.  
that god desires to communicate with people is rooted in 
his creative intentions. when god created people, he made 
them in his image (genesis 1.26-28). as those created in 
the image of god, people were intended to reflect god to 
creation. however, in order to reflect god to creation, a 
person must function like an angled mirror, with their 
face turned both to god and creation. to have one’s 
face turned to god implies god intends relationship to 
exist between himself and those who reflect him to his 
creation. this intention of relationship becomes explicit 
when in genesis 3, god walks through the garden of 
eden to be physically with adam and eve (genesis 3.8). 
while the desire of god is clearly for relationship with 
people, the rest of scripture reveals the nature of this 

relationship to be that of friendship. scripture states those 
with whom god was closest were counted as friends of god 
(isaiah 41.8; exodus 33.11), and as one can expect in the 
experience of friendship, words are spoken (exodus 29.42-
43; 33.11). with the coming of Jesus, god’s spoken 
word made flesh, it is seen god desires this experience of 
friendship to be with all people and not Just a chosen few 
(John 15.14-15). as with genesis, this relationship of 
friendship involves a turning of one’s face to god and to 
the world, listening to god and then engaging the world 
(John 15.9-17).  
while one might assume that this relationship of friendship 
with god existed insofar as Jesus was physically present, 
Jesus explicitly states that this relationship is meant 
to continue through the ongoing presence of the holy 
spirit (John 14.15-18), and as one can expect with any 
friendship, words will be spoken as needed (John 16.12-
15). clearly, god is one who has desired and continues to 
desire to communicate in the relationship of friendship with 
his people. however, the practical dilemma of hearing god 
remains. this dilemma is exacerbated if one believes god has 
a good will for his people which can only be understood 
insofar as god communicates it (Jeremiah 29.11). thus, 
the real issue concerning hearing god involves not the 
theoretical issue of whether god speaks but the practical 
issue of knowing how god speaks and how one might 
recognize when god is speaking. 

real life WitH Blake:
how do you hear god? this matters not Just to those of 
us who believe god speaks—i deeply believe god is one 
who speaks—but, it is an issue for those of who believe 
god has a will for his people, a will which can be known 
insofar as god communicates it. god has a will, a good path 
he desires i travel (ephesians 2.10). he has a will, a good 
path for you to travel. and. . .he has a will, a good path he 
desires we travel together! but, if we can know this will 
insofar as god communicates it requires god to do Just 
that. he must communicate his will. god must speak.  
that god speaks is not the real problem. for me, the real 
problem lies in how i go about hearing him. how do i know 
when god is speaking? how do i know what he is saying? 
how do i know when he has stopped speaking? these are 
simple questions with vast implications. for instance, let’s 
say i have a decision to make, one to which the bible does 
not clearly speak. how do i know whether i have freedom 
in this matter or whether god has something specific in 



theological issue. because we do not know how to hear 
god, many of us have ceased to believe god can speak. this 
is not that we believe god can’t speak at all. we simply 
believe god cannot speak to someone like us. the reasons 
we give to support this belief are numerous, but their cause 
is singular. our practical dilemma has created for us a 
theological quandary. so, before we get to the practical 
issues of hearing god, we must begin with the foundational 
truth: god speaks to someone like you. you are created for 
relationship with god, a relationship of friendship, and 
through christ you now experience this relationship. you 
now are a friend of god, and as with any friendship, we 
can expect both parties to communicate as necessary. apart 
from this foundation, no number of practical helps will 
prove effective in hearing god because we will not have the 
foundation upon which any use of them can rest. so, how 
do we come to believe? there are a number of suggestions 
one might provide, but the easiest is one to hold on to is 
worship. worship is more than singing. worship involves 
the rehearsal of truth, the rehearsal of god’s story. when 
we worship, we state in various ways, who god is and what 
he has done so that we might align our story with god’s 
story. we worship over and over again because we must be 
reminded over and over again of who god is. we rehearse 
the same stories, the same truths again and again because 
with each rehearsal we come closer to believing them to 
be true; that is, with each rehearsal we come closer to 
aligning our story with god’s story.  
this week, i encourage you to consider rehearsing John 
15.9-17. rehearsing this story is as simple as reading it 
aloud and allowing god to put you in the story, not Just 
once but over and over again. allow yourself to hear Jesus 
tell you that he considers you his friend. begin each day this 
week with Jesus calling you his friend. end each day this 
week hearing Jesus call you his friend, throughout the day, 
pause and listen to Jesus call you his friend. as you worship 
in this way, you hear the story of god over and over again, 
and with each telling you come one step closer to believing 
it, to believing you are god’s friend. and as friendships go, 
friends talk.
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mind for me? i have to know what god has to say about the 
matter. so, i listen. when i listen, i hear a lot of things. i 
feel a lot of things. which, if any of what i hear and feel 
is of god? what if what i hear is Just self-talk? what if 
what i hear is the extra helping of chicken tenders i had 
last night? what if what i hear is my friend? where is god 
in the matter, because if god has a will it matters. now, 
elevate this discussion to a community of faith and you see 
how high the stakes can rise.  
i remember as a boy lying in bed trying to figure out 
whether god was speaking to me. it seems silly to me now, 
but i remember saying to god, “god when you want to say 
something to me, let there be a ringing in my ear, then i 
will know what follows is you.” so simple. so child-like 
and heart-felt. i wanted to know when god was speaking. 
there is Just one problem. i now live with a mild experience 
of tinnitus, a constant ringing sound in both ears. in my 
child-like faith, this would mean everything i now hear is 
god speaking. that would mean god is saying some pretty 
crazy stuff! good thing he didn’t take me up on my request 
to literally give me a ring. but, my issue still remains. how 
do i know when god is speaking?  
i am coming to understand that answering this question 
begins with reaffirming my belief in the modern presence 
and experience of god’s voice. i know. i thought we already 
believed god spoke, and i do. however, when i can’t seem 
to figure out when god is speaking, i am tempted to believe 
in the theological possibility of god speaking to me but live 
by the practical belief that god doesn’t speak to me. so, i 
am learning to affirm, and not Just once, god still speaks, 
and he still speaks to people like me. 

real life WitH you:
how do we go about hearing god? this is an important 
question to answer if we believe god has a will for us 
as individuals and communities of faith, and this will can 
be known insofar as god communicates it. theologically, 
many of us believe god can and does still speak. it really is 
possible to have a modern day “word of the lord.” however, 
many of us live by the belief that god doesn’t speak to us 
because we have little to no practical experience in knowing 
how to discern his voice. because the issue with hearing 
god is essentially practical in nature, it is tempting to 
address what is the real problem. we don’t know how to 
hear god. so, here are 5 ways, 3 steps, 2 principles for 
hearing god. but this will never work for us. it will never 
work because our practical experience has created in us a 


