GOING DEEPER
DISCUSSION GUIDE
December 2, 2018

Discussion Guide
How God Speaks
Connecting:

because our disappointment points to an unmet
expectation.

•

Consider

•

Ask what it was that you were expecting in this

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

situation or what could have occurred to alleviate
your disappointment. These are your expectations.
See if you can word these as single sentences or
phrases.

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

•

As

•

Read Genesis 12-19 aloud. This is a long portion
of Scripture. Therefore, we recommend using a
pre-recorded version of Scripture. You can find an
excellent free, NIV version on Biblegateway.com.
Consider the story of Abraham. In what ways, did
God speak to Abraham? Seek to discover as many
as possible.
As a group, compare your expectations regarding
God’s voice with how God spoke to Abraham. Are
they similar or dissimilar? Could you elaborate?
What, if anything, might the story of Abraham
reveal about your expectations regarding God’s
voice? What might it look like to adjust these
expectations?
Consider closing in prayer, asking for grace to hear
God’s voice.

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

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Can you recall a time in which you missed something
you wanted because it came in a way you were not
expecting? What was this like?

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.)

•

Hearing God’s voice begins with knowing how God
speaks, what to expect when his voice comes to us.
When we know what to expect, we know what to
look/listen for. However, simply adopting proper
expectations is not the first step. Having proper
expectations begins with surfacing our present
expectations and then observing them to see if they
must be replaced with realistic/true expectations.
We surface our present expectations by observing
areas where we have experienced disappointment,

your life and the times where
you encountered God’s voice or longed to
encounter God’s voice and experienced a level of
disappointment.

•
•
•

•

a group, discuss your various expectations
regarding God’s voice.

Context, Background, and Commentary
God’s Will

The issue of God’s will cannot be understood apart from
God’s sovereign nature. To be sovereign is to be imbued
with power and authority, and God has all power and
all authority (1 Chronicles 29.10-12; Matthew
6.13). Therefore, God’s sovereignty is complete making
him King of Kings and Lord of Lords. God’s sovereignty
is expressed in the accomplishment of his will for his
creation, both its history and its progression (Ephesians
1.11). What God has planned for his creation will
come to pass, because as one who possesses complete
sovereignty, nothing is too hard for him to accomplish
(Jeremiah 32.17-23).

While the issue of God’s will and its accomplishment
is clear in Scripture, what becomes less clear is how
God’s sovereign will works in conjunction with the
human sovereign will expressed in the form of autonomy
and freedom. Certainly, due to our fallen nature, our
will is at many points contrary to that of God’s own.
Humanity’s will not only contradicts God’s will but
in many respects stands in hostile opposition to God’s
will. However, throughout Scripture, the appearance
is that God allows humanity, on both the individual and
collective level, to resist or even refuse his will. These
instances form something of a paradox which has no
solution. If humanity is allowed to resist or deny God’s
will then God is not fully sovereign. However, if God’s
sovereignty leaves no room for the human response, then
human sovereignty (freedom) does not exist. This paradox
has led to a number of answers which typically emphasize
either God’s sovereignty or human autonomy. In many
respects, the Calvinist-Armenian discussion, although
about much more than this paradox, has been reduced to
a debate over the tension between God’s sovereignty and
human autonomy.

In many respects, the nature of God’s will as it confronts
the will of humanity, remains a tension on the journey
of faith. However, some resolution might be found in
Scripture if one looks beyond the verses which emphasize
human freedom and divine sovereignty to passages which
detail the outworking of the collision of the two. One
such example is the story of Joseph. In this story, Joseph’s
brothers seek to harm Joseph in an effort to derail God’s
plan to have Joseph rule over them (Genesis 37). As the
story works its way out, the brothers are free to resist

God’s will, and yet God works around them, using their
acts of disobedience to accomplish his will (Genesis 45.5,
7-8; 50.19-20). Similarly, with the crucifixion of Jesus,
the ruling authorities sought to resist God’s redemptive
movement, and yet God took their acts of resistance and
worked them into a movement which brought about his
redemptive will (Acts 2.23; 4.27-28). In these and other
such passages, God’s will is not thwarted even as people are
given unlimited freedom. Rather, God is so sovereign that
he is able to take the free actions of people and use them
to bring about the accomplishment of his will, even when
these actions are freely committed in an effort to thwart
God’s will (Romans 8.28-31).

In light of these and other passages, it is probably better
to speak of humanity as having the responsibility to use
freedom to act in keeping with God’s revealed will, those
actions which he has stated he desires them to accomplish.
However, human freedom in no way can thwart the larger
will of God for the progression of his creation. Humanity
might resist or reject God’s revealed will individually and
collectively, but God will receive these actions and use
them to bring his will to ultimate completion.

The Text

Genesis 12-15: Hearing God Across the Years
The story of God’s call and Abraham’s response provides
not only a wonderful testament to what it is to exercise
faith, but also what it is to hear and respond to God’s voice;
that is, this story functions to help set proper expectations
concerning how God speaks to his people. God’s call
came to Abraham long before he acted upon it, a reality
made plain in the use of the past tense when referring to
God’s call (Genesis 12.1). Most likely, God’s call came
to Abraham when he still lived in Ur of the Chaldeans
(Acts 7.2-3). God’s call invited Abraham (then Abram)
to leave all which gave him security and identity in order to
journey to a land which was yet to be revealed. While this
call specifically involved a physical journey, the physical
journey was not the main point. The main point involved the
spiritual journey of Abraham becoming a nation which God
would use to bless all other nations (Genesis 12.2-3).
How God spoke this call to Abraham is never mentioned,
although he uses a vision in Genesis 15. Therefore, a vision
might be involved here.

Abraham comes to a point where he obeys God’s call, but it
is important to note that there is no evidence that he heard
from God again until he obeyed the initial call. Neither did

Abraham hear from God on his journey until he arrived
in Canaan, and at this point, God simply noted that
Abraham’s offspring would inherit the land of Canaan
(Genesis 12.6-7). As years had likely passed since the
initial calling, Abraham had gone years without hearing
God. When God spoke again, it involved no further
invitations, only information elaborating on the initial
call.
Abraham continued south and found his way to Egypt to
avoid a famine (Genesis 12.9-13.1). When he returned
to the land of Canaan, he moved about for some time
until he and his nephew Lot separate (Genesis 13.8-9). It
is likely that years have passed since Abraham last heard
God speak. However, when Lot leaves, God speaks once
more. This time, God reveals that the land of Canaan is
for Abraham and his offspring, and the instruction of
God is to remain in the land for it is God’s gift. In this
encounter, Abraham hears from God in a time of need
(questioning/doubt). What God has to say reinforces
what he has already said, a reminder of a former
promise, and is an elaboration upon that initial promises,
an elaboration which provides Abram with his next step
(Genesis 13.14-18).
Years pass. Abraham is forced to rescue Lot, but in all
other respects, life continues on (Genesis 14). After
some time, God speaks once again. In this encounter,
God addresses Abraham’s fear and doubt and allows
Abraham to question him. In response, God reaffirms
his promise and plan to make Abraham a great nation,
and he reveals that the next step in this plan will be
for Abraham to have a son. In addition, he reveals the
future experiences of Abraham’s ancestors, but notes
that Abraham will simply finish his life and die at a good
old age (Genesis 15.15). While new information and
steps are revealed in this encounter, no new trajectory is
seen. God simply provides the next step for Abraham and
communicates the limit of his role in the larger plan God
has, which implies that God’s calling on Abraham is less
about Abraham than it is about something larger God
wants to accomplish.

Years

pass, and Abraham takes matters into his own
hands in order to bear a son (Genesis 16). Finally, God
speaks. When he speaks, God calls Abraham to walk with
him in faithfulness (Genesis 17). He then renames him
and gives him the mark of circumcision, reaffirming his
plan to make Abraham’s family into a great nation. In this
encounter, no new information is communicated, only the

next step in the trajectory which God has already revealed
and a reminder for Abraham to keep moving in the same
direction.

A short time later, God appears physically to Abraham in
the form of 3 visitors (Genesis 18). These visitors reaffirm
God’s plan for Abraham to have a son by Sarah. After
this, God and Abraham discuss the future of Sodom and
Gomorrah. God questions whether he should reveal his
plans to Abraham, but chooses to do so (Genesis 18.17).
While the dialogue provides some insight into the relational
nature of how Abraham and God communicated, it is also
the next step on Abraham’s journey of becoming a blessing.
With his revealing of the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah,
God invites Abraham into the experience of being a blessing
to these people, a blessing which results in God sparing Lot
and agreeing to spare the cities should 10 righteous men be
found (Genesis 18.32).
As one looks across the life of Abraham and considers how
God communicated with him, several themes become evident.
1. God had a will for Abraham, but he only revealed
this will one step at a time. Sometimes long periods of
silence would occur between Abraham’s encounters
with God. In these times, Abraham had freedom in
how he lived within the trajectory of God’s plan as
revealed to that point.
2. God spoke directly to Abraham, and their encounters
bear the markings of a dialogue between friends.
Even though long periods of silence occurred, when
God spoke, there remained a level of intimacy. One
might say, the level of intimacy increased with
each encounter. However, the nature of these
conversations reveal that God’s friendship with
Abraham is not simply about Abraham. God has a
larger plan in which Abraham plays a part; that is,
God was in an intimate friendship with Abraham but
this friendship was not about Abraham.
3. When God spoke, he either reaffirmed his initial
calling on Abraham or revealed the next step in
moving along the trajectory of that calling. God
never changed his mind about where he was taking
Abraham; that is, when God spoke he did not talk
about new things. He kept talking about the same
thing.

Real life with Blake:

If God speaks, what is it like to hear his voice? What should
we expect our encounters with God’s voice to be like? In
other words, what should we expect? I find that setting my
expectations is an important part of any relationship. If I
know what to expect, I know what to look for. However, if my
expectations are wrongly placed, the very thing I want could
be right in front of me, but I would never see it, because it
wasn’t what I was expecting. So, what should I expect with
respect to God’s voice?
I don’t know if anyone ever explicitly told me what to expect,
but I picked up some expectations along the way, three big ones
to be exact: (1) When God speaks his will, he will tell me all
I need to know; that is, God will tell me everything; (2) In
our relationship, God and I will have an ongoing conversation
about the most minute of details because he is focused on me;
and (3) God will periodically reveal new and wonderful
things he has in store for me.
I have no idea where these came from, but they came from
somewhere. I think at least a couple of these came from
implicit messages I picked up in conversations about talking
with God from other believers, mostly because I know a
number of people who expect the same things of God. I have
spent the majority of my life waiting for God to speak in ways
which meet these expectations. . .I am still waiting. God has,
as of yet, not lived up to my expectations. Does this mean
God doesn’t speak to me? It could be, or it could be that my
expectations are wrong. It is quite possible God is speaking but
I am missing it because I am not looking for what is right in
front of me.
When I consider the story of Abraham, I realize that the way
God spoke to Abraham challenges most of how I expect him
to speak to me. When God spoke to Abraham, he spoke about
where he was taking Abraham, and then he gave him one step
at a time. Sometimes, he waited years before he gave another
step. Simply put, God didn’t tell Abraham everything. Second,
when God spoke with Abraham, they talked, like friends, but
they didn’t talk all the time. Years would go by and they
wouldn’t talk at all. And, when they talked, they talked
about Abraham’s stuff, but it is pretty apparent that God’s
relationship with Abraham was about more than Abraham.
God cared for Abraham but it wasn’t about Abraham.
Finally, when God and Abraham spoke, they spoke about the
same thing, maybe in new ways, but it was always the same
thing. There were no new exciting revelations or directions for
Abraham. There was just the same message.
As I look across Scripture, I see some of these same themes in
the way others spoke with God. God would speak to reveal
his plan, but then give one step at a time. He would speak in
intimate ways, but the intimacy wasn’t about the person; that
is, God wasn’t talking to them simply because he was crazy

about them, although I am sure this is true. God was talking
because he was about something more than the person. When
God spoke, he kept saying the same things. Talk about a one
track mind!

So, I have to ask, if this is how God spoke to them, should I
expect for God to speak any differently to me?

Real life with You:
What should we expect hearing God to be like? How does God
speak? This is an important question to answer because it will
help us begin to notice when God is and is not speaking to us.
One of the first steps in coming to grips with what we can
expect is discovering what it is we already expect. We might
say we do not have expectations, but this would not be true.
We cannot functions without expectations. Expectations
form the grid by which we interpret and interact with our
world. Not all of our expectations are stated, but they are
there nevertheless. Perhaps one of the easiest ways to surface
our expectations is to notice our disappointments. When we
encounter disappointment, we have stumbled upon an unmet
expectation. In these moments, we can then ask, what was I
expecting, or what would could have occurred that would not
have left me disappointed? Once we surface these expectations,
we can then ask whether they are realistic and true. If they
are not, we can then replace them. If we do not take this step,
we may mentally adopt realistic expectations all the while
functioning on our unstated unrealistic expectations.

This

week, consider thinking back across your experiences
with God’s voice, or your desire to experience God’s voice.
At what points did you encounter disappointment? Next,
ask what it was you were expecting or what could have
occurred that would have not left you disappointed. Here
is your expectation. See if you can put into a single sentence
or phrase. Next, read the story of Abraham in Genesis 1219 and see if your expectations match the way God spoke to
Abraham. While we do not see everything about the way God
speaks in these chapters, we do see how God chose to speak
to someone he called his friend across the entire life of this
person. If you do not find God speaking to Abraham in the way
you are expecting him to speak, there is a good chance your
expectation is unrealistic. Based on Abraham’s story, consider
what might be a realistic expectation and what it might look
like for this expectation to take the place of the old. You might
journal what this experience is like or discuss it with a soul
friend.
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