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the Gift of Prophecy
This book gives us an inside-track view of the gift of prophecy as it appears
in the context of our twenty-first-century churches. Whether we are
beginners or experienced prophetic ministers, may it help all of us grow in
our ability to hear the voice of God! This book is long overdue.
Mike Bickle
Director, International House of Prayer
No one is more qualified than Jack Deere to write on this subject, and he
has done it with the brilliance that we have come to expect from him.
R.T. Kendall
President, R.T. Kendall Ministries
The Beginner’s Guide to the Gift of Prophecy is an excellent introduction to
a ministry in the Church that, when working properly, can be a great
blessing. Jack’s firsthand knowledge of significant prophetic ministry,
combined with his theological training, puts him in an ideal position to help
the wider Church in this important area.
Ralph Martin
President, Renewal Ministries
Jack Deere has done it again—another winner! This wise, balanced, very
readable and practical book from a Bible-loving academic is full of
common sense, healthy warnings and correctives, encouragements and
illustrations. The Beginner’s Guide to the Gift of Prophecy is one of the very
best I have read on the understanding and use of prophecy in the local
church.
Bishop David Pytches
Founding Director, New Wine International
Jack Deere has given us the new operator’s manual for those who want to
be participants, not just spectators, in today’s prophetic movement. This
book will help you put it all together, get it up and running, and
troubleshoot whatever problems might arise.
C. Peter Wagner
President, Global Harvest Ministries
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Preface
This book is a practical guid®= =S Borary prophetic ministry, not a

scholarly monograph. A large part of the book is a telling of my own
prophetic experience and my own encounters with the prophets. I have
included both negative and positive stories. Only one Person had a perfect
ministry, and even He learned obedience through suffering. No
contemporary prophetic ministry is perfect, and no one ever acquired
prophetic skill without serious blunders along the way.

I have attempted to support all the experiences and guidelines offered in
the book with clear scriptural statements. In the few places where I could
not find unambiguous biblical support for something common in
contemporary prophetic ministry, I have tried to indicate that.

I hope no one will be offended by the masculine tone of the book. I have
used the word “prophet” almost exclusively for two reasons. First, most of
the biblical examples deal with prophets rather than prophetesses. Second,
writing “prophet or prophetess” throughout the book would have been both
cumbersome and tiresome. I hope the reader will be able to discern from the
stories in the book the high esteem in which I hold prophetic women.

Finally, this book only tells the personal part of prophetic ministry, the
basics to help you get started. Lord willing, I intend to follow this book
with another on how and why the prophetic ministry must be integrated into
the whole ministry of the Church as we move further down the road toward
the last days.



Acknowledgments

Special thanks to Ken"8 , . most skillful writers I
know, who read the entire manuscript and offered many valuable
suggestions. I also have the proud father’s pleasure of thanking my son,
Stephen Craig Deere, an award-winning journalist, who also made
significant improvements to this book with his own deft touch. And finally,
thanks to the wonderful folks at Servant Publications, who originally
published the book, especially Kathy Deering, my editor.



Chapter One
Nobody Ever 10Id Me

Did God bring me here or did the devil bring me here—into this room to
face someone I had never met, who knew my painful secrets? My facade of
indifference was being assaulted, secret by secret. Or was my heart being
healed, secret by secret? Was this torture or surgery? What good could
possibly come from reading aloud the pages in a book of pain that I had
closed forever? Yet it was I who had given the prophet permission to begin,
and now I could not stop him.

Nobody ever told me prophets were like this. Until that day, I had never
met a prophet outside the pages of the Bible. I did not believe prophets
existed outside the pages of the Bible. Because we have the Bible, I could
not see why we needed prophets. Besides, if we let them run loose outside
the Bible, who could predict the chaos they might cause? To me, the
prophets were just a temporary substitute for the real thing: the Bible.

Then something happened to change my view. But that is another story,
which I tell in another book, Surprised by the Power of the Spirit. Let me
just say that I found more reasons to believe in the existence of the prophets
than to believe that God had set them aside. But what exactly did I believe?
I still had a mostly theoretical belief. Then I heard from a friend that there
were prophets, real prophets, in Kansas City. He was going to meet them.
Would I like to go with him?

I called my spiritual mentor to tell him I was going to meet these
prophets. At the other end of the line I pictured his face frowning, his brow
wrinkling as he said, “Jack, don’t let them deceive you. God gave you a
mind. Remember to use it.” I knew no one more experienced in the
supernatural ministry of the Holy Spirit than my mentor. I knew no one
with a kinder spirit. And he was skeptical. His warning transformed my
excitement about meeting these prophets into a shield of determination not
to be deceived.

But my shield would not protect me. From the moment I decided to go
to that meeting, I was doomed. Not because I was about to face an
onslaught of controversy. Not because I would spend countless hours
defending a ministry maligned by many Church leaders. And not even
because I would spend more hours binding up the wounds of prophetic
abuses. I was doomed because I would never again be happy in Church or



ministry unless it was infused with the power of prophecy. The mind God
had given me was no match for the prophetic heart.

So, on a bright sunny September afternoon, with my biblically guarded
heart and skeptical mind, I met Mike Bickle, the pastor of these prophets
and of the church, which then was called Kansas City Fellowship. Mike
was not very tall, yet he was built like one of those halfbacks who got so
sick of being told he was too small to play football that he disappeared into
the weight room and when he came out he ran over a thousand bigger
tacklers on his way to winning the Heisman Trophy. His deep voice
resonated with authority. Above all, he radiated joy. In his presence, I felt
joyful too. I could not imagine him ever having a down day. Before I knew
it, I was disarmed and charmed. I wanted Mike’s joy and passion for God.

But my joy did not last past the next morning. When I awoke, I
remembered that I had come to meet prophets, not pastors. Before
breakfast, I traded my joy for a superior attitude that was determined not to
be deceived. I finished my last gulp of coffee, wiped my napkin across my
mouth and was ready to meet these so-called prophets.

That morning, when my wife, Leesa, and I arrived at the church, we
were led into a dingy little room with green carpet and orange plastic chairs
arranged in a circle. Five friends had come with us. They wanted to
encounter God. I wanted to evaluate men. Mike and four new faces were
waiting for us. The first of those new faces met me at the door.

He was a six-footer with an athletic build, dressed as if he had just
walked out of an Eddie Bauer catalogue. His face, though, was the kind of
face you would expect to see on someone more at home in a camel hair
tunic and sandals. He had longish graying hair, a salt-and-pepper beard and
disturbing, deep-set eyes. The eyes made him look otherworldly.

At first I thought his eyes were evil.

Then I couldn’t make up my mind.

Then he spoke: “Oh, I didn’t expect to see you here this morning.”

Pretty cocky, I thought. Already I did not like him. “What do you mean?
I don’t even know you,” I said.

“Well, I know you. It was eight nights ago. I had a dream. I woke up at
three in the morning. I thought it was important so I wrote it down. You
were in the dream. Would you like me to tell you what the Lord showed me
about you?”



“Yes” is what I said. What I thought was, Try me. Take your best shot.
I’m not going to be deceived. I have been warned about you prophets. 1
should mention that I was in a completely different tradition of Christianity
than this fellow, and he really did not know me.

We took our seats in the circle. I knew about “cold reading,” a skill used
by gamblers, palm readers and probably by false prophets, as well. By
careful observation of your clothing, expressions and mannerisms, skilled
people can “read” you without knowing you. For example, a fortune-teller
might notice pet hair on your clothes and say, “My spirit guide tells me you
love animals.” A gambler might notice that just before a man bluffs in a
hand of poker, he always sighs. Gamblers call these signs “tells” because
they tell something about you. Cold readers are also skillful in getting you
to admit the details of your life in a way that makes it look like those details
have been supernaturally revealed to them. On this morning, I knew that no
matter how skilled in the art of deception this guy might be, I would give
him no signs to read, no tells to help him win this game. I hardened my face
like stone. We stared straight into each other’s eyes. My eyes revealed
nothing. Then he spoke, and revealed everything.

“You have a prayer,” he said in a soft Southern accent, “but it’s more
than a prayer. It’s one of the major dreams of your heart.” Then he told me
the prayer I had prayed that very morning in the hotel. It was a prayer I
prayed almost every morning. And he was right. It was the dream of my
heart. “God said to tell you this dream is from Him and that you will get
what you’re asking for.”

I could tell you what the prayer was and still is, but telling it now would
be at the very least immodest, and worse, perhaps self-serving. At the time,
it was the biggest thing I could think to ask for. And there, like Daniel, was
this prophet telling me my dream and that it would come true.

My granite face did not crack, not even slightly. My eyes remained
placid, not a flicker of joy. He was getting no clues from me. But inside, my
heart was exploding with joy. I had not cried since I was 12 years old. It
took a superhuman effort not to cry now. Until that moment, I had never
understood the expression “tears of joy.” Why would anyone, especially a
man, want to cry when he was happy? Maybe I had never been happy
enough to know until now. How could I be so special to God that He would
put such a dream in my heart and then tell me He would make it happen?

Next subject.



“You had a father who dropped the ball on you,” the prophet went on.
No! Not my father. That subject was off limits. Decent people never
brought it up. How could he know about my father? My interior supports
were giving way. How could he talk so calmly about the defining pain of
my life? How could I hold it together any longer? If I let out what I was
feeling now, I might destroy the self I had worked so long and hard to build.
These fears kept me staring blankly at the prophet.

My father had dropped the ball on me, on all of us. One morning we
woke up a normal middle-class family of six, ready for a normal day. I went
along with my two little brothers and my baby sister to play at our
grandmother’s house. Mom went to work at her insurance office. My father
stayed at home. By mid-morning, the lines for my father’s last battle had
formed in his soul. We never saw it coming. Sometime that afternoon, in the
living room of our little three-bedroom house, my father put a gun to his
head and ended the war raging within him. That night my mother went to
bed alone, a 34-year-old widow with an eleventh-grade education and four
small children to raise. We would never be a normal family again.

I was the oldest of the kids. I had just turned 12. Beyond some friends
who brought the customary meals, there was no one to help us understand
or heal.

My father had been my hero, my image of what it meant to be a man.
He was strong and he was smart. Life without him was unimaginable. That
is probably why I never really grieved: In order to grieve, you have to face
the reality of your loss, and that was too scary for me. No one was there to
tell me that you couldn’t heal unless you grieve. God was there, but it never
occurred to me to pray to Him. He wouldn’t give me my father back, so
what was the use of asking? Pain and confusion puddled in the bottom my
heart. I never troubled those dark waters again. I stepped around them with
a vow to be strong, never to need anyone again.

That reservoir of pain, hidden from me by my vow, did what all
unhealed pain eventually does: It turned into bitterness. Long after I had
ceased to feel the pain, the bitterness, which I could not feel, fueled all
kinds of wild and shameful behavior.

When I was 17, the Lord reined me in before I killed myself trying to
gain the admiration of my friends with the next tour de force of
recklessness. Overnight, I became a follower of Jesus. Overnight, I lost my
wild ways and wayward friends. But I did not lose the reservoir of



bitterness. Still ignorant of its presence, I did not even know to talk about it
to Jesus.

Nobody ever told me about bitterness, or about the anger born of
bitterness and how it was behind my former rebellion and immorality.
Nobody ever told me that even after you become a Christian, bitterness
does not go away automatically. Nobody ever told me that bitterness hidden
in your heart can make you skeptical of the goodness in others, even
skeptical of God’s goodness toward you. Nobody ever told me that
bitterness can make you afraid to love too much for fear you will be cheated
again.

Nobody ever told me that if you leave the bitterness alone, it will
integrate itself so perfectly into your personality that you won’t even know
it’s there, and you will end up dealing with the symptoms of your anger and
harshness but never with their cause. People had told me that the sins of
your youth come back to haunt you, but nobody ever told me that the
bitterness of your youth can hound you all the way to the grave.

Nobody ever told me any of this, so by the time I was 38, Jesus decided
it was time He told me. He started by talking to me about the death of my
father, the time when the spiritual acid first began to pool in my 12-year-old
heart. And He sent this preppy prophet with the strange eyes into this dingy
room to begin the conversation. At that moment, I had no idea what the
Lord was doing. I wasn’t even sure it was the Lord. All T knew was what |
could feel: the prophet assaulting me with my own secrets, bringing up
something wrong that could never be made right. I wanted the conversation
to end. But the soft Southern voice continued.

“The Lord is going to make up the loss of your father to you. He will
send you new fathers. You won’t learn from just one man. You will have the
father you need for each new stage in your life.”

Bringing up my father’s death pained me, but the promise of new
fathers bewildered me. How could anyone, even God, make up for the loss
of a 12-year-old boy’s father? I didn’t need new fathers. I was 38 years old.
I was a father! And I was totally happy with the spiritual mentor who was
then in my life. I couldn’t imagine I would ever need anyone else. But I said
none of this aloud. I just returned his words with an unflinching stare.

Next subject.

“When you were young, the Lord gave you athletic ability, but He
allowed you to be frustrated in the use of it. This was so you would put all



your effort into cultivating the intellect. You’ve done that, but it hasn’t
brought you what you expected, and you’re heartsick.”

He could not have given a more accurate synopsis of the past 38 years. I
was born with athletic ability. I was strong and quick. In Little League
baseball, I could play every position on the field and always batted in the
top four. I grew up playing tackle football with no pads. Then, when it was
time to start seventh grade, the time when I could play organized sports for
the school, I lost my father. Everything changed.

There was no one to take me to practices or to bring me home. My
mother worked late into the evenings, selling insurance and collecting
premiums to keep her four little kids fed and clothed and under one roof.
Sports were not on her list of necessities. I learned how to make the evening
meals, and I missed out on the next three years of sports.

Sports were the most important thing in life to me, not just because I
enjoyed them more than anything else, but because if you were a guy in
Texas in the early 1960s, it was the way you proved that you were
somebody. If you were a good athlete, you didn’t have to be funny, smart or
wild. You had it made.

When 1 started high school, T could play sports again. I made the
football and baseball teams my sophomore year. Although I was three years
behind all my friends, I told myself it didn’t matter. I would catch up. I
would win. But I never did. An ankle injury put me on the sideline. I gave
up on athletics.

And I gave in to a lifestyle of drunken recklessness. That’s when the
Lord saved me—Iliterally. It was the fall of my junior year. I started reading
then, reading the Bible, C. S. Lewis, everything. And I never stopped. I
found out that I could make straight As when I wanted to. I also found out
that there was an advantage to being perceived as smart. And the older you
got, the greater the advantage became.

By the time I entered seminary, I had discovered that not only did I have
an ability to think theologically, but I also had a facility with languages.
Greek, Hebrew and other languages were easy for me to learn, even fun. In
seminary, no one knew who had played sports in high school or college, or
if they did, they didn’t care. Everyone, though, knew who the A-students
were.

The common mantra repeated by faculty and students was that your
grades did not reflect your spirituality. I’m not sure anyone really believed



it. I didn’t. I know for a fact that throughout my academic training, I have
always been treated differently from those whose grades were lower. Doors
were opened for me that were closed for others. After the first year of my
doctoral program, I “made the team.” Two of our Old Testament professors
were taking leaves of absence for two years. I was picked to fill in.

“Professor Deere.”

That was better than batting cleanup.

I was a professor. And not just any professor, like a professor of English
or chemistry; I was a professor of the most important subject of all:
theology, the study of God. And not just any branch of theological studies; I
was a professor of perhaps the most difficult discipline of all: Old
Testament exegesis and Semitic languages. As a result, people all the way
from my fellow professors to my peer group to my parishioners treated me
with a new level of respect.

Nobody ever told me it was dangerous to be a theological professor,
particularly a young one. And no one ever told me that if you tried to find
your identity in being smart—especially theologically smart—you would
wind up heartsick. No one, that is, until now.

This prophet was amazing. He was right. I was heartsick. I knew it, but
I hid it. From everyone.

Joy, pain, confusion, awe. Was there an emotion I hadn’t felt yet? Still I
would not let the wall come down. For years, I had practiced controlling my
emotions, monitoring them ever so carefully. I continued to stare
nonchalantly at the Eddie Bauer prophet. All he could read in my face was,
Maybe. Maybe not.

The Southern accent, now almost soothing, started again on the same
theme: “All of that frustration was necessary to prepare you to fulfill the
call that God has on your life.”

So, there was a purpose behind the heartsickness. It was the mercy of
God inviting me to travel a new road. There was a call on my life, but I had
not yet entered into that call. Everything so far was just preparation. God
would not let me succeed on an athletic field, but neither would He let me
die drunk in a car wreck. He let me succeed in academics, but He would not
let me remain intoxicated by that success. He sent my heartsickness to warn
me of the danger of building my identity on such shaky foundations as
athletics and academics.



I felt relief over my athletic failure. It would never haunt me again. I
was never supposed to excel in sports because God had something more
excellent for me. Faith and hope danced together joyfully in my heart.
Outwardly, though, I sat out the dance—still stoic, still staring.

Next subject.

“You’re in a conflict right now, and you think there are only three
people on your side. The Lord says to tell you that there are five more on
your side.”

I was in a conflict, and I did think only three people stood by me.
Besides me, the only one in the room who knew about this was Leesa.
There was no way the prophet could know about the conflict. Yet he did.
How did he know this? How did he know any of these things?

I was astounded. He was a real prophet. And God was a real God. Of
course He is; we all know that. But sometimes He seems so distant and so
removed from our troubles. Sometimes it seems that all we have to lead us
into battle is a textbook on war, when what we really need is a wise and
courageous captain. I heard the voice of my Captain in those prophetic
words. He was telling me not to worry, that He would lead me through the
minefields of this conflict.

By now, I should have dropped my guard. Instead, I continued to hold
back the tears and look unimpressed by the Lord’s loving omniscience.

Next subject.

The future. The prophet left the subject of my past and went to my
future. These predictions, I think, were meant for me to ponder, not to
publish. Since these words were exclusively about the future, they of course
could not be verified. But because he had gotten four key facts about my
past correct and given them a meaningful interpretation, I believed his
predictions.

I should have fallen on my knees like the psalmist, crying out to the
nations to give glory to God . . . but I couldn’t. My facade of indifference
remained intact. Maybe it was stubbornness. Maybe it was pride. Or maybe
it was some sickness in me that rendered a public display of emotion
impossible. But maybe I was just making sure of the prophecy by not
giving the prophet any last-minute clues. That way, when it was all over, I
would know that it was all God and that I had not influenced any of it.

Now the prophet was finished with me.



There was no longer a reason for me to maintain the fagade. It was over.
The prophet had told me the secrets of my heart. The secret prayer of my
ministry. The secret pain of my childhood. The secret frustration of my
adolescence. The secret heartsickness of my adulthood. The secret conflict
of my present life. With each secret came a promise that gave me freedom
from the past and hope for the future. The prophet was real. I wanted to
shout for joy to the Lord, but I didn’t know how. Instead, I simply said,
“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied. No one else said a word. The room had
been so silent while he was revealing my secrets that I had forgotten anyone
else was in the room.

Next he shifted his attention to my wife. He was just as accurate and
meaningful with her. Leesa put up no shield. She did not need one. It took
only a few sentences before tears streamed down her face and sobs revealed
the transparent honesty by which she lived. His soft Southern voice
continued calmly right through her tears, healing and promising. But that is
Leesa’s story to tell, not mine.

When we were walking out of the room, Mike Bickle asked me, “Was
any of that accurate or meaningful to you?”

“All of it was right on the money. Couldn’t have been more correct,” 1
said.

“You’ve got to be kidding. I was watching your face the whole time. I
was sure you thought it was all just a bunch of bull!”

“I had been warned.”

“Oh, now I understand.”

I walked out of that drab room into a colorful fall day. I was elated with
the discovery that prophets were indeed alive and well. I was in love with
prophetic ministry. I was ready to articulate its virtues to anyone who would
listen.

I also made a more profound discovery that morning, one I could not
articulate then. I had worked so hard to overcome the pain of my past, to
become somebody special. Others thought I was special, but I felt sick at
heart. Then, through the words of the prophet, God’s healing love came to
me, reinterpreting my past, present and future. God told the prophet all
about my pain because God wanted me to know that He had always been
there. Always. Watching over the little boy robbed of his father, watching



over the frustrated athlete, watching over the drunken rebel, watching over
the heartsick scholar. Why? Because I was special to Him.

That was my discovery. I had preached that truth to others many times,
but you can preach a truth without feeling the truth for yourself. Now I felt
that I had always been special to Him, and feeling this made me love God
all the more. Through the prophet, God was removing my burden of trying
to be special, and He was telling me that I had never needed to look beyond
His love to find my significance. Divine romance had just sneaked back
into my life, and its calling card was a happiness that I felt, but could not at
that moment explain.

I was dazed by some of the prophet’s words. What did it mean that God
would give me new fathers? How would the other promises be fulfilled? Do
I have to do anything special? 1 did not know it then, but now I know that
mystery, wonder and awe had all blissfully returned to my life through that
prophetic encounter.

Along with that blissful return came a frightful suspicion—a suspicion
that I had crossed some threshold and that my life would never be as
predictable or as comfortable as before. After a long, prodigal absence,
adventure had finally returned to my life.

Above all, I wondered, How had this prophet been able to tell me all
about my past and my future? The answer to that question is what this book
is all about. Somebody finally told me. Now I want to tell you.



Chapter Two

DisCovering your Gift
My father told me that there was a God and that He was omnipotent,
omnipresent and omniscient. Good theology. My father told me that God
created us because He was lonely. Bad theology. My father told me that I
could go to heaven if my good deeds outnumbered my bad deeds at the end
of my life. Hopeless theology. This mixture represents the sum total of my
theological knowledge for the first 17 years of my life. I had been created
by a lonely God whose power I could not match and whose standards I
could not satisfy.

So much for trying to be good.

At 17, I was a fatherless boy headed for an early grave when I heard
that Jesus Christ died on a cross for my sins. I had seen a movie about Jesus
being crucified, but all I got out of it was that Jesus’ death was a cruel
tragedy. I don’t remember hearing the word “Christ.” And if I did, I had no
idea what it meant. At 2:00 A.M., on December 18, 1965, just a few weeks
past my seventeenth birthday, my friend explained that Jesus Christ was
God’s Son and my Savior. In fact, He was my only Savior, the only way I or
anyone else could ever go to heaven. If I would trust Him to forgive me and
give me a new life, Jesus would come into my life and never leave.

What if I stumble?

You will, but He won’t.

What if I leave Him?

At times you will, but He won’t.

Really?

He’ll pick you up and bring you back.

Really?

He will never leave you or forsake you. That’s what the Bible says.

Thanks.

Good night.

But I didn’t go to sleep. For the first time ever, I could think about
God’s goodness and my badness with hope. I stumbled through a silent
prayer to Him. It was the first time I remember praying. I don’t remember
the words, and I don’t think they were important. But the prayer was
important. It was my surrender. It was my trust that Jesus would never leave



me or forsake, no matter what I did. I fell asleep believing that somehow He
would make the wrong things in my life right.

How Gifts Are Given

That night, Jesus gave me the gift of eternal life. The Holy Spirit also gave
me a gift that night, but He did not tell me what it was. I was using the gift
before I even knew what it was, before I even knew the Holy Spirit gave
gifts to all of God’s children. The gift was the gift of teaching.

Teaching was not the only gift the Spirit would give me—it would take
me 20 years to discover other gifts that He had given. One of the jokes on
me was that I used my spiritual gift of teaching to tell the Church that these
gifts weren’t given anymore, while they were lying dormant in my spirit or
heart or wherever spiritual gifts reside when you don’t use them.

Here’s what I’ve discovered about how the Spirit gives gifts.

Sovereign Impartation

A lady named Lynette told me a dream that terrified her. She saw a huge pit,
30 feet deep and filled to the brim with poisonous snakes. Little babies were
playing on top of the snakes. Then she heard a voice in the dream say, “Get
the babies away from the brood of vipers!”

Lynette wanted to know what the dream meant. She had never heard the
phrase “brood of vipers” until the dream. I explained to her that this was
Jesus’ description of the religious leadership opposing Him (see Matt.
12:34; 23:33). Those leaders had a religious poison that so swelled the
hearts of its victims that they could not absorb the life of God. In her dream,
the brood of vipers represented the leadership of some churches today. The
babies were new converts or those coming to church for the first time.
Instead of being nursed by the milk of God’s Word, they were poisoned by
the leaders of the church.

She told me she was regularly having vivid dreams like this. They had
started recently and without warning. She had not been praying for dreams.
Neither had she prayed for impressions about people, which she was now
beginning to have. The impressions were not based on her knowledge of
people; they seemed to come from nowhere. Sometimes they seemed more
like an inner voice than an impression. She wanted to know what was
happening to her. She had not sought any of this. In fact, she was a member
of a church that vehemently opposed the gifts of the Spirit.



I had some good news and some bad news for Lynette. The good news
was that she was being called into prophetic ministry. The bad news was
that she was being called into prophetic ministry. One day she would rejoice
in revelation, and the next, both she and her friends would question her
sanity. And on all days the brood of vipers would have it in for her.

Sometimes prophetic gifts begin like this. The Lord doesn’t bother to
announce Himself; He just turns on the tap of prophetic experiences,
interrupting the boredom of an utterly predictable religious life. He pours
mystery and adventure back into our lives so that we may live in that realm
where all things have become new (see 2 Cor. 5:17).

The text that describes this sovereign impartation is 1 Corinthians
12:11: “All these [spiritual gifts] are the work of one and the same Spirit,
and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.” The Holy Spirit has
sovereignly given spiritual gifts to every believer in the Body of Christ so
that we may better serve one another, and in so doing, bring glory to God
(see 1 Pet. 4:10-11). Often these gifts come at the time of conversion. This
has led some to conclude that we get all the spiritual gifts we can ever get at
that time, and that we have no influence over the Spirit’s decisions. Under
this view, if you would like to have the gift of prophecy but you did not get
it at the time of your conversion, you simply cannot have it, ever.

But Scripture and experience show otherwise.

Apostolic Impartation

The apostle Paul told Timothy “to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in
you through the laying on of my hands” (2 Tim. 1:6). The word translated
“gift” in this passage refers to spiritual gifts. Paul wrote to the Christians at
Rome, “I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to
make you strong” (Rom. 1:11). Paul knew that he had the authority to
impart spiritual gifts that were not given at the time of someone’s
conversion.

I do not want to argue about whether we have apostles today, but
everyone can acknowledge that we do have some leaders who carry more
authority than others. They may have apostolic functions. When they are
led by the Lord to lay hands on someone and pray for giftings, people can
receive spiritual gifts or their gifts can increase in strength.

John Wimber, who for many years pastored the Vineyard Christian
Fellowship of Anaheim, California, and who was the leader of the Vineyard
movement, had authority to impart spiritual gifts. Years ago, John brought



me before the church one Sunday evening, laid his hands on me and prayed
that the healing and word of knowledge gifts in me would go to a new level.
The next day I left on a ministry trip to another country.

In one of those ministry trip meetings, after I had finished the message,
I saw a man who appeared to be in his early 60s. I “knew” he feared getting
Alzheimer’s. I don’t know how I knew his fear. I did not have a vision or
hear an inner voice, but the second I noticed him, I knew the fear of
Alzheimer’s tormented him. This kind of thing happened regularly to
Wimber, but had never happened to me.

“Sir, do you have a fear of getting Alzheimer’s?” I asked.

“Well, I suppose everyone has a fear of getting old,” he replied.

“But do you think you are destined for Alzheimer’s?”

“Yes. Yes, I do,” he finally admitted. It embarrassed him to admit his
fear publicly. He had not told anyone about his secret torment. But God
knew and stopped the torment that day through a prophetic word and
prayer.

This kind of experience happened to me repeatedly on that trip. The
impartation I had received from Wimber gave me a new level of revelatory
and healing gifts.

Prophetic Impartation

Timothy received another spiritual gift sometime after his conversion. Paul
told him, “Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a
prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you” (1 Tim.
4:14). Some of the elders may have been prophets, or they may have laid
hands on Timothy in response to a word from one of the prophets in the
congregation. I have seen prophetic gifts given or activated in this way
many times. I have seen it happen with the laying on of hands and
sometimes just through a simple word from a prophet uttered over a
believer.

Leesa had a prophetic encounter like this. When I was a theological
professor and a complete disbeliever in all contemporary supernatural
experience, she had a dream about a couple in our church who were shortly
to be married. In the dream, the marriage turned out to be made in hell. The
husband became abusive, cruel and unfaithful. “What do you make of that
dream?” Leesa asked me.

“Sounds strange to me. Did you have an upset stomach when you went
to bed?” Both of us were sure the dream did not come from God. I was sure



God was not speaking like that anymore. Leesa thought the dream was not
true because we all believed the groom was a great guy. It never occurred to
us that her dream was given to keep us from being deceived by
appearances. So we forgot the dream and went to the wedding. Later we
watched the marriage disintegrate, just as in the dream. But we had
forgotten the dream.

Years later, after we had begun to believe in the gifts of the Spirit, we
were in an informal meeting with some teachers and prophets. One of the
very gifted prophets prophesied to Leesa that she would have prophetic
dreams. The dreams started that night and have continued ever since. In
Leesa’s case, I think she had received a prophetic gifting long before the
prophet spoke over her. The dream about the bad marriage, years earlier,
was confirmation of this. The prophecy did not bestow her gifting. It simply
activated it.

Personal Prayer for Gifts

Some feel that because the Holy Spirit gives gifts “just as he wills,” it is
useless to pray for gifts. But this is both a misunderstanding of God’s
sovereignty as well as a misunderstanding of the Scriptures. God is
sovereign. He does everything just as He wills (see Eph. 1:11). But this does
not mean that our actions have no effect on God. We can grieve God (see
Eph. 4:30) and we can delight God (see Ps. 147:11). Jesus teaches that our
prayers can influence God’s activity in this life. He said, “If you believe,
you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer” (Matt. 21:22). James put
the same principle in negative form: “You do not have, because you do not
ask God” (James 4:2). Ultimately, the reconciliation of divine sovereignty
and effective human prayers is a mystery. The Scripture teaches both. So
pray for the gifts you want, because your prayers may affect the Holy
Spirit’s desire to give you gifts.

The same apostle who wrote that the Holy Spirit gives gifts “just as he
determines” also encouraged his readers to pray for new spiritual gifts for
themselves. If someone speaks in tongues, he or she should pray for an
interpretation (see 1 Cor. 14:13), which is also a spiritual gift (see 1 Cor.
12:10). God is answering prayers today for spiritual gifts. If you want the
gift of prophecy, pray for it. The following section will help you know if
you have received a prophetic gift.

Recognizing Prophets



Three revelatory abilities mark the ministry of prophets, although the
strength of these abilities will vary from prophet to prophet. First, they can
accurately predict the future. Both Joseph and Agabus knew that worldwide
famines were coming (see Gen. 41:25-32; Acts 11:27-28). Second, they can
reveal to us the present priorities of the Lord for our lives. For example,
they may know when we should or should not fast (see Joel 1:14; 2:12,15;
Mark 2:18-20). They may call us to repentance or to a new ministry. They
help each of us to find out the various ways in which we may please the
Lord in the present moment (see Eph. 5:10). Third, prophets can shed light
on the mysteries of our lives or make sense of our pain. For instance, Isaiah
knew one of the reasons why righteous people die before their time: God
spares them from the trouble to come (see Isa. 57:1). Sometimes prophets
can tell us why our religious practices, such as fasting, are ineffective (see
Isa. 58:3-6; Jer. 14:12; Zech. 7:4-7). Or, as I mentioned in the first chapter
of this book, a prophet helped me understand the purposes behind the
athletic frustration of my youth and the disenchantment with the academic
success of my early career.

In short, prophets tell us the things we cannot see. They do it by
revelation from God, not through the study of contemporary trends,
philosophy or psychology. They do it to encourage, comfort and strengthen
us so that we can see and marvel at the beauty, splendor, power, goodness
and wisdom of Jesus. Seeing more of Him, we fall more in love with
Him . . . which is why God has given us prophets.

Recognizing Your Gift
Any Christian can prophesy occasionally without being a prophet, just as
one can lead someone to Christ without being an evangelist. A prophet or
prophetess is someone who prophesies consistently and accurately. The
occasional experience of a gift may lead us to falsely conclude that it is our
main gift, but if we habitually try to minister from the wrong gifting,
frustration and failure are inevitable.

This is not a bad thing. For some of us, it is necessary to learn how we
are not gifted before we can discover how we are. God can use the
frustration of failure to purify our motives for ministry.

One of the ways we recognize our gifting is that we don’t have to work
hard to make it happen. Prophets don’t have to strive for revelation; it
simply comes to them unbidden, and if they wait on the Lord, it increases.
The same is true for evangelists, teachers, administrators and healers. We all



need to strive to acquire godly character, but our gifts, by definition, are
given.

There are other clues to discovering our gifts, but first let’s look at a
common mistake people make when they try to discover prophetic giftings.
A False Clue
“I’m called as a prophet,” the young man told me.

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Because I’m always seeing what is wrong with people, churches and
ministry.”

“I’ll bet your gifting has brought you a lot of joy.”

“No, just the opposite. The people I've ministered to don’t really
understand the office of prophet. They get offended at the word of the Lord.
What do you think is wrong?”

The young man may have had a prophetic calling, but he had missed the
main point of prophetic ministry. He was paying for his misunderstanding
with a joyless, strife-filled life. Always seeing what is wrong with people is
not a gift; it’s an obsession. It is frequently the sign of a rigid, angry,
controlling personality disorder that causes pain for everyone involved.

In another church, an angry couple said to me, “We don’t understand.
We’ve told those leaders repeatedly what is wrong with their ministry, but
they never listen to us. You come here for two days and say the same things,
and they listen to you!” This couple, oblivious to their bitterness and to their
lack of divine authority, had modeled their prophetic ministry after Old
Testament prophets, who expressed God’s holy anger toward corrupt
leaders and a rebellious people.

God is still angry with rebellious leaders (just read Matthew 23), but
when He wants to reveal His anger through a human messenger, He
normally bestows divine authority on a godly and mature servant, not a
beginning prophet. Faultfinding and anger are not the signs of a prophetic
calling, but rather of a wounded heart that has refused God’s healing mercy.

The New Testament prophet is called primarily to build up, not to tear
down. Anger usually tears down by disheartening people or enflaming them
with revenge. Holy anger may frighten rebellious leaders into repentance,
but the majority of people to whom New Testament prophets minister are
weak and immature believers, not rebellious people or corrupt leaders. The
real prophetic gift is not simply being able to see what’s wrong with people,
but seeing how to build them up.



It does not take much of a gift to make people feel guilty, but imparting
grace and mercy requires a highly developed prophetic gift. The gift fills
both the hearers and the prophet with divine joy and faith.

After my first encounter with a prophet, I walked out of the room
dazzled by the omniscience, wisdom, mercy, goodness and love of God. I
was filled with joy. My faith went off the charts. My passion for the Lord
increased. And I wanted to introduce all my friends to prophetic ministry.

How different would it have been if I had faced an angry person who
wanted to berate me for my sins? To be sure, I had sins worthy of berating,
but God knew that berating me would not lead me to repentance. Instead,
He fascinated me with His wisdom and dazzled me with His love. That
revelatory encounter made sin so much less interesting!

Here are some ways to find out if God is calling you to that kind of
ministry.

The Desires of Our Heart

One of the most common ways that God leads us is through our desires.
Some Christians believe just the opposite; they think that God’s will
involves going where you do not want to go, doing what you do not want to
do and being what you do not want to be. In short, being miserable. One
pretty young woman once told me she feared God was going to make her
marry an ugly man or a minister. “No offense,” she said. I could tell she was
debating which alternative would be worse, and I also wondered whether
she meant “no offense” in reference to my looks or my chosen profession.
Or did she now fear that maybe God would make her marry an ugly
minister? Whatever she meant, she was tricked into believing the will of
God for her would always be some degree of punishment. Perhaps guilt led
her to feel like this, or maybe someone had taught her that all desires are
bad and never to be trusted.

The Bible has a more positive view of our desires. It holds out the
promise, “Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of
your heart” (Ps. 37:4). If the Lord is our principal source of joy, then we can
trust the desires of our heart to lead us.

Do you desire a prophetic gifting? Are you delighting in the Lord? If so,
your desire is a sign He is leading you into a prophetic ministry. Do not be
afraid to follow your desires. If His yoke really is easy and His burden
really is light, why would He call you to serve Him with a gifting that is
disagreeable to you?



The Counsel of Others

When I became convinced that the Bible teaches that the gift of prophecy is
for today, I became nervously open to it. But when God came to me through
prophecy with His healing love, I wanted the gift of prophecy. Back then,
because I did not have much faith in my desires, I needed the advice of
some of my trusted friends to obtain the confidence to pursue prophecy for
my own ministry. Proverbs affirms that God may use our friends to lead us:
“Plans will fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed”
(Prov. 15:22).

I also received a number of unsolicited and convincing prophetic words
from people who did not know me, indicating that I should pursue both the
prophetic and healing ministries.

Ask those who really know you what they think about your gifting. And
don’t be afraid to ask prophetic people to pray for you.

Trying It Out

If you regularly have prophetic experiences, this indicates you have a
prophetic gifting. In the beginning, this sometimes can be a little
frightening. You may know things about others without being told. You
may hear a still small voice or fall into a trance or, like Ezekiel, be
transported to another place in a vision. These experiences may cause you
to think you are going crazy. Of course, there’s always that possibility, but
more likely it is the Lord bringing you a prophetic gift.

Another way you can know if you have a prophetic gifting is by the
accuracy of your words and by whether or not they build others up when
you attempt to minister prophetically.

In the end, there is no escape from simply trying to move out in the
gifting you desire. The best place to try prophetic ministry is not in your
local church in a Sunday morning service, especially when your church is
not enthusiastic about prophets. A better way to explore your gifting is with
a few like-minded friends or in a home group that is committed to training
people in the gifts.

Before we proceed, two cautions are in order. First, the group needs to
have a leader. Leaderless groups usually go nowhere. Second, the group
must be under the authority of your church and have the blessing of the
church’s leaders. I cannot over stress this. How can we expect God to bless
our home group or us if we are not honoring the authority structure of His
Church? The leader should inform the elders or pastor about the nature,



time and place of the meeting. The meeting should be open to anyone in the
church who wants to come. Some churches discourage home groups
because they can be misused to foster an elitist mentality—“We are more
spiritual than the rest of the church”—and because they can promote critical
attitudes and even rebellion against church authority. The group that has a
godly leader in submission to the authority of the church’s leaders can avoid
all of this.

When I lead a home group like this, we spend 15 or 20 minutes
worshiping God. Then I usually teach for 15 minutes on a theme dealing
with equipping for ministry. Next, we ask the Lord to guide us in
ministering to one another. Someone might have a vision or an impression.
A relevant text of Scripture might come to mind that leads us to pray for a
specific person. Often we are led to pray for healing, guidance, the release
of gifts or other practical things relating to ministry. We might have a time
of sharing before we end the meeting by praying for the individuals singled
out through the prophetic words. Sometimes the most exciting things
happen after the meeting is over. (One of the things I love about these kinds
of meetings is that I never really know what is going to happen. The
kindness and mercy of the Lord continually surprise me.)

Because of His kindness and mercy, we do not have to worry about
discovering our gifts. The Giver has promised that those who seek will find.
Our search is really only a response to His pursuit and to His longing for us.

Whether we are 8 years old or 80, whether in an encounter in a home
group, in a meeting with a prophet or in a luminous, frightening visit in our
bedroom, God is pursuing us. He wants to make prophets out of some of us,
but ultimately He wants to make friends out of all of us, friends who are
fascinated by the mystery and adventure of His holy love.



Chapter Three
Learning How God Reveals

With a whispered secret, the healing began.

She was in her early 20s, with long blond hair and sad eyes. She was
also nervous. None of us knew her. It was her first time to visit our church.
Standing at the front among a crowd of others who had come forward for
prayer, I prayed for God to heal her of a chronic physical ailment. Nothing
happened. I prayed again. Still nothing. Nothing appeared to be all she was
going to get. Until a young man named Carl whispered her secret.

Carl was a new Christian whom I was training to pray for the sick. He
stood beside me, observing my fruitless prayers. Then he whispered to me,
“Ask her if she feels like God won’t heal her because of the abortion she
had when she was 18.”

I thought, There is no way I’m going to ask a total stranger such a
personal and painful question!

Then I thought about Carl. He had been a Christian for only six months,
but he had been demonstrating a remarkable prophetic gift.

Then I thought about the sad young woman. What did she have to lose
if Carl was wrong? What did she have to gain if Carl was right? There was
only one way to find out.

“Forgive me if this is off the wall or too invasive,” I said to the young
woman, “but are you feeling like God won’t heal you because of the
abortion you had when you were 18?”

Her shock told me the answer before she could speak.

The shock gave way to sobs.

There was that reservoir of pain again.

It was not like mine—a reservoir of bitterness and anger because of a
wrong done to me. Her unhealed pain came from something she had done
wrong. Something she thought could never be made right. Something she
thought she would have to live with until the day she died. They had told
her it was just a choice, her right. But after she chose, she knew it was more
than just a choice. Nobody ever told her about the strength of a mother’s
love, or what happens to a mother when she says no to that love.

Now her heart floated on a reservoir of condemnation. She drank from
that reservoir every day of her life. She kept her secret from her friends. But
the secret was always there, behind every laugh, spoiling every joy,



whispering that she could never be forgiven, never be happy. And whenever
she saw a young mother holding a baby . . .

Because she could not bring herself to tell her secret to anyone, nobody
ever told her that God longed to forgive her and set her free. Nobody ever
told her that God thought about her every single day, longing to woo her
with His love. Nobody ever told her. The secret stood in the way. It kept the
dam of the reservoir intact.

God had decided it was time to break the dam, so He gave her secret to
a newborn Christian, a baby prophet.

“How did you know? How did you know?” she sobbed, her head still
down, eyes still closed.

“God told us.”

When she opened her eyes, she searched our expressions. She knew we
were God’s representatives, and now we knew her secret. She expected to
see condemnation. Instead she saw two men enraptured with God’s all-
knowing love. Now it was her turn to be enraptured by that same splendor.

When she heard that God longed for her, that He was ready to forgive
her right then, that He was ready to make her laugh again, and that Jesus
had died for her to make all this possible, the dam broke and the
condemnation came flooding out of her.

She walked out of the church hopeful and happy, loved and forgiven.

And it all happened through a revelation.

The Meaning of Revelation
Revelation is God making known to us what we did not know or what we
could not have known through our natural senses.

How did Carl know about the abortion? In his mind’s eye, he saw a
woman dressed in a long gown, standing on the young woman’s shoulder
and whispering in her ear that she could not be healed because of the
abortion at age 18. Yes, I know that sounds weird. And no, I don’t have a
biblical text for it.

I don’t even have an exact interpretation of what Carl saw. Was it a
vision in which the miniature gowned lady represented the young woman’s
conscience? Did he see a spiritual reality, a demonic accuser assigned to
torment her? Who knows? God knew, but He did not care to tell us any
more about the vision. Revelation is often like that: answering a critical
question that you did not even know to ask, and in the answering, raising



new questions left unanswered. All of us who want to follow God,
especially prophets, have to get used to walking in unexplained realms.

For whatever reason, God has chosen to vary the clarity, intensity and
means of His revelation. This can make revelation difficult to understand. It
can also affect our certainty over whether or not it is really God speaking.
Consider the following examples.

When a biblical prophet said, “God spoke to me,” he usually meant that
the message from God was not mixed with the prophet’s opinion or
interpretation. He was certain he was speaking the words of God and
nothing else. If the prophet said, “The hand of the Lord was upon me,” he
meant that the divine message was coming with greater power than usual
(see Ezek. 3:22). And if he said, “The Lord spoke to me with his strong
hand upon me,” he meant the message was impressed deep into his soul
with compelling power (see Isa. 8:11). But not all revelation comes with
this force.

Sometimes the apostles did not have the certainty of “God said.”
Instead, they had to be content with, “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and
tous...” (Acts 15:28). On other occasions, they had even less clarity or
certainty. The instantaneous healing of a lame man at Lystra rested on
something as flimsy as an impression (see Acts 14:9-10).

The prophet who is always careful to indicate the level of certainty of
his message is not only wise but also mature.

The Bible’s authors did not always explain the words they used when
they wrote about their prophetic experiences. This also complicates
studying revelation. For example, Paul never tells us the difference between
a “word of knowledge,” a “revelation” and a “prophecy.” The phrase “word
of knowledge” is used only one time and in a context that does not allow us
to define it with certainty.

This means that we will learn more about revelation by paying greater
attention to concrete examples of how God spoke to the prophets rather
than by trying to define revelatory terms. So how did God speak to the
prophets?

The Means of Revelation

The primary way that God speaks to all believers is through the written
Word of God, the Bible. The Bible has more authority than present-day,
personal revelation because its authority extends to all people everywhere
and at all times. (I discuss reasons for the unique authority of the Bible at



length in Surprised by the Voice of God, pp. 278-280.) Prophets are
obligated to study and meditate on the Scriptures just as much as teachers
and other believers are. However, in addition to the Bible, prophets
regularly hear the voice of God through other means.

Appearances of the Lord

We read that no one can see God and live (see Exod. 33:20), and yet He
appeared to His friends and even to an occasional enemy (see Gen. 20:3).
Sometimes He appeared in a dream or a vision. Other times He appeared in
a physical form (see Gen. 18:1). Sometimes He came as the angel of the
Lord (see Exod. 3:2). Other times He came wrapped in His glory (see Exod.
16:10; 33:18-34:8). He appeared to help at moments of crisis, at turning
points in the history of His people, at moments of rebellion to warn or to
judge, and sometimes simply to share His plans or to promise a blessing. If
no one can see God, whom were they seeing when He appeared?

It must have been the Son of God (see John 1:14-18).

One of the striking things about these appearances is that they were not
really necessary. If the Father’s purpose was simply to supply us with some
information, He could have sent angels in the place of His Son. But God
wanted to send His best. And the Son wanted to come.

When you are in love, you long to be with the one you love. You are not
content simply to send messengers and write letters to your beloved. You
want to go yourself. You want to charm that beautiful person. You want to
make your lover’s eyes sparkle. Look behind these appearances to His
people, and you will see the heart of God burning with passion. Indeed, the
energy propelling all forms of revelation is God’s incomparable, radiant,
holy love for us.

God loves us and wants to be with us. This is the greatest mystery I
know. And the longer I ponder this mystery, the greater it grows.

One last point. If in the past God appeared in His glory to a grumbling,
ungrateful people (see Exod. 16:9-10), why wouldn’t He appear today to a
people seeking Him with all their hearts?

Angels

Angels are “ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit
salvation” (Heb. 1:14). Angels do many things for us. They protect us when
we walk through fire, deliver us from the hand of the enemy and bring
messages to us from heaven. When we leave this life, they escort us to
heaven (see Luke 16:22). Angels may appear in their glory or in human



form as a guest in our home without ever revealing their real identity (see
Heb. 13:2). Or they may perform their service for us, giving us no hint of
their presence. Yet prophets often see them when others cannot (see 2 Kings
6:15-17).

Recently, a godly prophetess that I have known for years told me the
following story, which I believe. Lying sick on her bed in the afternoon,
discouraged by what she perceived as a lack of spiritual progress, this
woman cried out to God to change her. Although her eyes were closed, and
although she never heard the bedroom door open, she knew someone had
just entered the room. Someone was coming toward the bed. She was afraid
to open her eyes. Now someone was hovering over her. Then she felt the
softest, gentlest hands on her face, first laid together vertically covering her
cheeks and eyes, then removed, and then one hand laid horizontally across
her forehead. This was repeated three times.

She opened her eyes.

Standing beside her bed was an elderly lady five feet tall. She wore a
royal blue dress, and her hair was covered with a royal blue sash.

“Thank you,” said the prophetess.

“If you are interested in changing, now is the time,” said the lady, who
then turned her head to look through the window beside the bed.

“I have to go now,” she said as she floated upward through the ceiling.

This was not a vision. It was a visitation. The prophetess was wide
awake during the whole experience, which lasted about a minute, and she
felt immediate spiritual and physical effects after this encounter.

The next morning, the prophetess bounded out of bed at sunrise, filled
with energy. The headache, sore throat and tiredness that had harassed her
for a week were gone. She was happy. She felt so special to God. He had
sent an angel to touch her. Now she was confident that she could change
and would change.

I believe the angel’s message was not just for the prophetess but also for
all of us who want to change. Now is the time to change, to prepare for an
outpouring of the Holy Spirit. In the Bible, encounters with angels increase
just before turning points in the history of God’s people. And maybe, just
maybe, a turning point in your history lies just around the corner, either
through a touch by an angel or through the audible voice of God.

Audible Voice



God spoke in an audible voice to individuals, to crowds and even to a whole
nation. Moses regularly heard the audible voice of the Lord, but outside of
his experience, the audible voice is the rarest way in the Bible that God
speaks (see Num. 12:6-8). In Scripture, the audible voice comes at moments
of crisis (see Gen. 22:11-12) or at great turning points such as the giving of
the Law at Sinai, the baptism and transfiguration of Jesus, the week before
His cross and the conversion of the apostle Paul.

All of us would like to have the clarity of an audible voice to guide us.
But there is a price for that clarity. As a general rule, the clearer the
revelation, the more difficult it will be to fulfill the revelation (see
Surprised by the Voice of God, pp. 131-133). The original clarity and power
of the revelation are meant to keep us from giving in to debilitating doubts
in the midst of the trial that usually follows the revelation.

God still speaks in an audible voice. Nothing in the Scripture teaches
that once the Bible was completed, God would stop speaking audibly.
National evangelical leaders from our own times report having heard the
audible voice of the Lord, and their integrity is without question.

You might think God only speaks in an audible voice to important
Church leaders. But that is not the case. Though I have never heard the
audible voice, I know credible people who have, and some of them are not
leaders in the Church.

Audible Only to Your Ears

You may hear the voice with your ears when no one else does, even though
someone might be standing beside you when the voice speaks. Samuel
heard his name being called so loudly that he thought it must be Eli in the
next room. He got out of bed and went to Eli, but Eli denied calling him.
This happened two more times before Eli realized that the Lord was
speaking audibly to little Samuel, but not to him. Eli told Samuel what he
was to say the next time the voice called him: “Speak, Lord, for your
servant is listening.” Samuel did as he was told, and the Lord gave him his
first prophecy (see 1 Sam. 3:1-14).

The Internal, Audible Voice

This is just as clear as the audible voice, only you do not hear it with your
ears but in your mind. In the Scripture, the phrase “The word of the Lord
came to me saying” probably refers to the internal, audible voice. When
some of the elders sat down before Ezekiel, “the word of the Lord came” to



Ezekiel, giving him a message for the elders (see Ezek. 14:1). It does not
appear that Ezekiel was hearing an audible voice.

I have experienced this form of the voice a number of times, but it is the
least common way that God speaks to me. And it always involves
something that is very important to me.

Sentence Fragments

Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz. What in the world does that mean? Isaiah didn’t
know either. He was just told to write it down on a scroll (see Isa. 8:1).
These are four Hebrew words strung together in an ungrammatical sentence
fragment. The words were just as clear as an audible voice, but their
meaning was not. They contained a mystery. Sometimes God may speak
only a single word. And while the word may be clear, its interpretation may
not be. Why would God grant a clear revelation and then hide the
interpretation?

He does so for His own glory. Our glory is to search out the meaning
(see Prov. 25:2).

The most profound and beautiful truths are simple and clear on the
surface. Sadly, that’s where most of us stay—on the surface. But when we
leave the realm of superficial acceptance of a particular truth and surrender
our heart to prolonged contemplation of that truth, we journey into endless
realms of mystery.

Consider for a moment the simple truth that God loves us. All of us
believe it, but many of us get over it within a few months of our conversion.
What would happen to you and to me if we plunged beneath the surface of
this fundamental truth? What if we just asked one simple question—“Why
would God love us?”—and refused to give up the search until we got the
answer?

To answer that question, we would have to think about God. But in
order to think accurately about Him, we would have to come into His
presence. Once there, we would begin to see Him: His beauty, His splendor
and His holiness. The mystery of His love would only increase with each
new revelation of His Being. Why would someone like God love people
like us? As the mystery increased, so would our fascination with the beauty
of His holiness. The more we saw, the more we would love. The more we
loved God for His own sake, the greater the glory we would give Him. And
the greater our glory—for in loving Him, we come to resemble Him more
closely and to reflect more of His glory.



Every revelation to us from an infinite Person can never be more than a
partial unveiling of the One who is drawing us after Him into eternal realms
of mysterious beauty. That single word from God that defies immediate
understanding may have been sent to bring romance, mystery and glory
back into our relationship with him.

A Knowing

There are times when a divine revelation does not come in the form of a
voice or spoken message. It may be something you simply know. And there
may be no rational reason for how you know. When Jesus was talking to the
woman at the well, He knew she had had five husbands and was not
married to the man with whom she was living (see John 4:18). On other
occasions, the Bible simply says that Jesus knew someone’s thoughts or
plans (see Matt. 22:18; Mark 2:8; John 6:15).

After a church service, I frequently wait at the front of the auditorium
with a ministry team to pray for people. Often I know secrets about those
coming for prayer. For example, at the end of one service, the pastor invited
anyone who had chronic pain to come for prayer. A lady whom I had never
met walked toward me. Although I didn’t know her, I knew she did not
drink. I also knew she was certain she would end up an alcoholic. She had
come to the front to get relief from chronic pain, not chronic fears, but her
fear was on God’s agenda for that day. When I asked her, she admitted that
although she did not drink, she was certain she was destined for alcoholism.
Satan often torments people with these kinds of fears. That day, the prison
of her fears was opened and the lady was set free.

This is not only a very normal experience for me but for many others.
We believe that Jesus is the Knower of hearts who reveals the secrets of our
hearts to set us free from self-deceptions as well as satanic ones.

Impressions

Impressions differ from inner knowings in that they are less certain. They
are a feeling that we ought to do something or that something is true. God
uses impressions or feelings to guide us. Nehemiah said, “So my God put it
into my heart to assemble the nobles . . .” (Neh. 7:5). From a biblical
perspective, the heart is the center of the emotions and affections.
Nehemiah followed a feeling in his heart, not an audible voice or a
prophetic word. He assumed that this feeling came from God. When Paul
was preaching at Lystra, he “saw” that a lame man in the audience had the
faith to be healed (see Acts 14:9). You cannot physically see faith in



someone. Paul had a perception, intuition, impression or feeling that this
was true of the man. And when Paul acted on that feeling, the man was
healed.

Dreams, Visions and Trances

God uses dreams to speak to us in our sleep when our defenses are down
and we are more receptive. Visions are similar to dreams, but normally they
occur while we are awake. Sometimes the Bible makes no distinctions
between dreams and visions, using both terms to describe the same
experience (see Dan. 7:1-2). A trance is a vision in which we lose the use of
our physical senses. Both Peter and Paul fell into trances (see Acts 10:10;
22:17). Although the Old Testament does not use the word “trance,” it
appears that Balaam, Saul and Daniel all experienced them (see Num. 24:4;
1 Sam. 19:23-24; Dan. 10:9). Trances are not common in the biblical
record, but dreams and visions are:

For God does speak—now one way, now another—though man may

not perceive it. In a dream, in a vision of the night, when deep sleep

falls on men as they slumber in their beds, he may speak in their
ears and terrify them with warnings, to turn man from wrongdoing
and keep him from pride, to preserve his soul from the pit, his life

from perishing by the sword (Job 33:14-18).

This applies to the New Testament also, where dreams and visions occur
throughout. The last book of the New Testament, for example, is an
extended prophetic vision.

According to the Bible, dreams and visions are supposed to be a normal
part of Church life, and though God speaks to many people in dreams and
visions, He does so even more to His prophets (see Num. 12:6). We are to
expect a sharp increase in God’s use of these visionary experiences:

“In the last days,” God says, “I will pour out my Spirit on all people.

Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see

visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even on my servants, both

men and women, [ will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they

will prophesy” (Acts 2:17-18).

Some prophetic dreams and visions may be simple and easy to
understand. Others are complex and filled with symbolism. God may use a
vision to take a prophet somewhere, such as when Isaiah was taken up to
heaven for his commissioning (see Isa. 6:1). Likewise, John was taken to
heaven and shown the last days (Revelation).



These experiences are so real that the prophet may not know if he is in
his body or in a vision. When Paul was caught up into the third heaven, he
could not tell if his journey was physical or spiritual (see 2 Cor. 12:3).
Ezekiel was “lifted up by the Spirit” and transported to places where he
could see secret sins (see Ezek. 8:3). I know a number of prophets today
who have had similar experiences, and some who have them regularly.

Why does God speak to His people, especially to His prophets, in
visionary language? Why not just sit them down in a comfortable chair with
a cup of coffee and put the message into their minds?

Because there is more to us than just a mind. We are also spirit and
flesh. And we have emotions that powerfully affect our behavior.
Sometimes a picture is worth a thousand words. When we might ignore a
worn-out warning, a graphic dream can shake us out of a complacent state.
Or a vision of future joy may cause us to endure a present hardship long
after we would have forgotten a prosaic promise.

We also live in a world that is filled with mystery and with other
spiritual beings very different from us. And although we are created in
God’s image, bearing a certain similarity to Him, He is infinitely more
dissimilar than like us (see Isa. 55:8-9). There are realms of truth and
experience that transcend human understanding. God’s mysterious
visitations and visions allow us to experience these realms.

The Natural World

God speaks to us through His creation in at least three different ways. First,
the design and beauty of creation reveals the existence of a Designer who is
both beautiful and powerful (see Rom. 1:19-20). Second, the natural world
bursts with analogies to the spiritual world, which illustrate spiritual
principles for us. For example, a lazy person may learn a great deal from
observing the ways of the lowly ant (see Prov. 6:6-11). Third, God may
illumine natural events to communicate His plans or express His ways. For
example, the Lord used a locust invasion to give Joel a message for his
nation (see Joel 2:25-27). He used fire, wind and an earthquake to get His
point across to Elijah (see 1 Kings 19:11-12). Jesus used stories about
everyday life to reveal divine truth. God will illumine anything in the
natural world to speak to us if we have trained our eyes to see, our ears to
hear and our hearts to receive.

Fleeces



God sometimes speaks through “fleeces” (see Judg. 6:36-40). To confirm
God’s will, Gideon laid out his wool fleece on a threshing floor and asked
God to make it first wet, then dry. I think it can be appropriate to lay out a
metaphorical fleece when we have to make a decision, especially when we
have come to an impasse. We have prayed and waited, but we are still
uncertain. In those cases, we can ask God for a definite sign of His
direction.

I have three cautions regarding this method of proving God’s will. First,
make sure the fleece is supernatural and cannot be manipulated by anyone
concerned in the decision. Second, use fleeces sparingly and as a last resort.
Excessive use of fleeces indicates a view of God that makes Him more like
a personal genie than a sovereign, almighty God. If we succumb to that
view of Him, it will lead to a loss of intimacy with Him. Third, remember
that fleeces are a lower, less personal form of revelation. When we use a
fleece, we are confessing either that God has not spoken to us, or that we
could not hear Him with our hearts, or that what He did say to us has not
given us the confidence to act.

Physical Manifestations in Our Bodies

A sick lady touched the hem of Jesus’ robe, but Jesus did not feel the touch.
Instead, He felt healing power leave His body and go into the lady. He felt
the sensation, so He stopped to search for the lady because He wanted her
to know that it was her faith in Him, not the power of His robe, that saved
her (see Luke 8:45-46).

Today it is not uncommon for God to speak to prophetic people through
bodily signs. One prophet I know feels a physical chill on his body when he
is in the presence of an AIDS victim. Sometimes when I am speaking to a
group, I feel a pain that is not mine. This helps me to identify people that
the Lord may want to heal. As soon as I ask people with the pain to come
for prayer, the pain I feel leaves.

Physical manifestations have always been a controversial topic in the
Church. They are subject to abuse and fabrication. People who have them
may feel superior to others. People who do not experience them may think
those who do are unstable. But these are not good reasons for rejecting the
signs. Any good thing may be abused or counterfeited.

Remember, we are more than our minds. Our bodies constantly tell us
things: when to rest, when to eat, when to see a doctor, and so on. We
regularly use our bodies rather than words to communicate love, dislike,



apathy and many other things to one another. If that’s the case, why should
we think it so strange if God uses our bodies to communicate with us?

If you get physical signs in your body, learn what they mean. Don’t
abuse them, and don’t make a big deal out of them.

The Five Spiritual Senses
Bible believers have no difficulty believing that the biblical prophets could
see things with their spiritual eyes and hear things with their spiritual ears.
Visions are not seen with the natural eyes, and the internal audible voice is
not heard with natural ears. But what about the senses of taste, touch and
smell? Do they have spiritual correspondences as well? Even though there
is not much biblical evidence for spiritual taste, touch and smell, there are
three lines of evidence arguing that God speaks through these senses as
well. First, by analogy we should expect Him to do so. If He speaks to us by
spiritual seeing and hearing, we should expect Him to transform the other
three senses as well, unless there is a convincing reason why He wouldn’t.
Second, beginning prophets as well as mature prophets are getting
messages today through the spiritual senses of taste, touch and smell. One
lady I know frequently “smells” incest victims. When a victim of abuse
walks by her at church or at a party, she often smells something like sulfur.
She then prays for an appropriate time to minister to the wounded one.
Third, the devil can use all five senses, too. I have been in the presence
of demonic touch, smell and taste on a number of occasions when we have
been casting demons out of people. The devil is not a creator, but a copier
and counterfeiter of the works and methods of God. The copy or counterfeit
assumes the existence of the real. (Later, we will discuss how to protect
ourselves from counterfeit revelation.)

A Word of Caution

Prophetic experience is one of the most supernatural experiences in the
Bible. It remains so today. There are two common mistakes made by those
pursuing supernatural ministry. The first mistake is to think that if an angel
could just visit us or if we could just hear the audible voice of God or if we
could be caught up into heaven, all our problems would be solved and we
would always have the faith to obey God. But this is not the case.

A whole nation watched as God sent 10 plagues on their oppressors.
That same nation walked through a sea that God had parted for them. They
saw Him come down on a mountain in fiery glory and heard Him speak to



them in an audible voice. And yet, these same people worshipped a golden
calf and indulged in sexual orgies.

There were even great prophets who experienced the miraculous power
of God but who afterward had significant failures in their lives. Moses
parted the Red Sea and talked with God face to face, yet at the end of his
life he disobeyed God and died outside the Promised Land. Elijah called
fire down from heaven and the next minute was running for his life from
Jezebel. There is no spiritual experience that will eliminate our need to walk
by faith every single day.

The second mistake is to become more enamored with supernatural
experience than with the Lord Himself. This error is especially common
when we are first being introduced to prophetic ministry. If revelation and
power become more important to us than friendship with Jesus, we will
become poor stewards of the gift entrusted to us, eventually deceiving
ourselves and those who follow us.

Because it is the Father’s holy love that lies behind all revelation—
sending it, protecting it and interpreting it—we must become immersed in
that love. For God will trust His secrets and the secrets of others to those
who love Him and all that He has created.



Chapter Four
DiscCerning God's voice

“You’re going to die before your time.” That’s what the voice told her, and
had been telling her for a long time. I also “heard” that voice as I looked at
the section of the audience in which she was sitting. But whose voice was
it? Was it God trying to prepare her for an untimely death? Was it guilt
rising out the darkness of her secret sins? Was it her mother speaking to her
from the grave of a premature death? Or was it the voice of darkness itself:
powerless to take life, but an expert at defiling life? The voice had power
over her because she believed it was telling the truth. I believed the voice
was lying.

I pointed at her section and said, “Someone sitting over here believes
that you are going to die before your time, but you’re not. Would you please
raise your hand. We want to pray for you.” As it turned out, she was not the
only person in the room that night that had been hearing this voice. For
some it was just an occasional thought. For others it was a nagging thought.
And yet for others it was a certainty. I knew it was not God warning them of
an early death, and I knew that the power this voice had over them was
supposed to end that night. But how did I know? How do you know when it
is God speaking in your spirit or an entirely different voice speaking in your
spirit?

Four Tests

God is not the only one who speaks to us. Our own thoughts and emotions
speak to us. The pressure we feel from others speaks to us as well. The
devil also speaks to us (see Rev. 12:10). All these voices! How can we
discern whether it is really God speaking? Here are four tests that help. But
you will need more than these four tests.
The Bible
The world is going to end. Everyone knows that. But when it will is the
subject of no little theological and scientific debate. Someone, using
mathematical calculations based on the Bible, predicted the rapture would
occur in September 1988. He acquired a significant number of followers in
spite of the fact that Jesus said, “No one knows about that day or hour, not
even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father” (Matt. 24:36).
The coming of the year 2000 and Y2K fears also led some to predict an
exact date for the second coming. One well-known teacher used the



numerical values of Hebrew letters in combination with the fact that many
older computer programs used 9999 as an exit command, to suggest that the
rapture would occur on September 9, 1999 (9-9-99). In his article, he even
quoted Matthew 24:36, reminding his readers that no one really knew the
date of the rapture. However, his article was clearly speculating that it was
coming on September 9, 1999.

Speculating about the timing of an event that has been declared
unknowable by an Omniscient Being has never been a very productive use
of time. But by paying closer attention to what the Bible has to say, many
people have been saved from more than merely wasting time.

When the apostle Paul came to Berea preaching Christ in the Jewish
synagogue, for example, the Bereans “examined the Scriptures every day to
see if what Paul said was true” (Acts 17:11). Their willingness to scrutinize
the Scriptures saved their lives, forever. We are to follow the example of the
noble Bereans. The Bible is the first test through which our subjective
experience must pass. If my impression contradicts the Bible, then I discard
it.

You would think that Bible believers would never accept something as
true if it contradicts the Bible, but they do it all the time. For example,
young Christians marry unbelievers all the time, convinced that God has
given His blessing, even though the Bible says not to do it (see 2 Cor. 6:14).
If we want something badly enough, we can always find a reason why we
are an exception to the rule.

Yet Jesus said, “The Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35). To my
knowledge, there are no clear instances of God’s breaking His word. He
does not tell us to do what the Bible forbids. God’s command to Abraham
to sacrifice Isaac is sometimes cited as an exception to this principle, but
careful study shows that it is not (see Surprised by the Voice of God, p. 374,
note 1). Although the voice of God may contradict one of our
interpretations of Scripture, it will never contradict the Bible, no matter
what our hearts tell us.

Its Character

Here is the rest of the story of the lady I told you about at the beginning of
this chapter. For 12 years, she woke up every day thinking that she was
supposed to die that day. It never occurred to her that the voice telling her
this was the voice of a consummate liar.



I met her at a conference in another country. While I was speaking, I
had an impression that certain individuals in the audience felt they were
going to die before their time. She was one of the ladies that came forward
for prayer.

She had red hair and was in her mid-30s. She looked as if she should be
enjoying life, but instead was just enduring it.

“Do you think you are going to die prematurely?” I asked her.

“Yes. That is what I think God is telling me.”

“Do you think your children are going to die before their time, too?”

“Yes,” she said as she burst into sobs.

“That’s not God speaking to you,” I told her.

“How do you know?”

“How does the voice make you feel?”

“Hopeless.”

“That’s why it can’t be God. His words bring hope, not despair. How
long has the voice been telling you that you and your children are going to
die soon?”

“Twelve years.”

“That’s another reason we know the voice is lying. Twelve years is not
soon.”

I believe the lady was set free from the tormenting voice that night. The
voice threatening a premature death is a common trap. Christians fall into it
all the time because we have not learned to recognize the character of the
Lord’s voice. It isn’t as though He never tells people that they are close to
death; He told the apostle Paul that the time for his departure had come (see
2 Tim. 4:6). But the words produced joy and peace in him, not hopelessness
and terror. God reserves His terrifying words for those in rebellion against
Him. He speaks encouraging words to His weak and immature children
who may be stumbling, but who are stumbling toward Him.

If we read the Bible with the illumination of the Holy Spirit, we will
learn to recognize the character of the Lord’s voice. In the Scripture we see
that when Jesus speaks to His followers, He does not condemn, nag or
whine. His voice is calm, quiet and authoritative. Even His warnings and
rebukes bring hope.

If it is really the wisdom of the Lord that is coming to us, it should bring
peace if we truly listen (see Jas 3:17; Phil. 4:6-7; John 16:33). The voice of
the devil does just the opposite: He accuses and condemns us in order to



steal our hope and faith (see Rev. 12:10). Voices have different characters.
Learn the character of each voice that speaks to you before you attribute it
to God.

Its Fruit

What kind of fruit does the inner voice produce when you follow it? Jesus
said that we could tell the difference between false and true prophets by the
fruit of their ministries (see Matt. 7:15-23). In the same way, if we are
following the voice of the Lord, we will see the fruit of the Spirit in our
own lives, even if people reject our ministry.

Pay attention to the results of the different voices that you follow. Keep
records. What happens when you follow the voice of anger, the voice that
says, God will judge your opponent? What happens when you follow the
voice of greed, the voice that says, You have to have it now? What happens
when you follow the voice of fear, the voice that says, You just can’t?

If we are following the voice of God, we can expect to experience the
fruit of the Spirit, especially peace (see Phil. 4:9).

Its Difference

There are two verses in the Bible that are disbelieved by Bible believers in
every age. Those who fail to believe these verses may also fail to hear much
of what God is saying to them. I am referring to Isaiah 55:8-9: “ ‘For my
thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,’ declares
the Lord. ‘As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher
than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.’ ”

Most of us Christians would say we agree with this, but the way we
agree with it is this: “That’s right, Lord, they don’t think like we do, do
they?” The truth is we believe it for someone else. We tend to think it is the
other person who does not understand God’s ways.

If God’s thoughts and acts differ enormously from ours, two
indisputable facts follow. First, the most important things in life can only be
understood by divine revelation. The unaided human intellect, no matter
how brilliant, will not be able to penetrate the ways of God. Second, when
the divine revelation comes, it may seem wrong to us initially.

When Jesus told the disciples that He would be crucified and raised
three days later, Peter said, “Never, Lord!” Peter was saying that this was a
bad plan. It was the opposite of what should happen. No matter how many
times Jesus told the disciples about the cross, they could not understand or



accept it. If His best friends could not understand His cross, what about the
rest of the world?

The Greeks and Romans thought the message about the cross was utter
nonsense. Crucifixion was reserved for the lowest criminal; it was illegal to
crucify a Roman citizen, no matter what his crime. There was no example
either in Greek or in Roman mythology of a crucified god. A crucified god
was a contradiction in terms. What god would ever submit to such
humiliation? The Jews could not accept the message of the cross, because
one who hung on a cross was cursed according to Deuteronomy 21:22-23.
They thought it was impossible for God to bring Himself under a curse. The
cross of Jesus contradicted human wisdom and experience, and even the
scholars’ understanding of the Bible. After 2,000 years, the cross is still a
mystery that is only partially understood.

As the mystery of the cross demonstrates, it is normal for God to come
to us in a form that makes it difficult to recognize Him and in a way that
makes it easy to reject Him. How could it be otherwise when we are
relating to our Creator, who is infinitely superior to us in every way?

Our inability to recognize Him and His ways is one of the reasons He
sends us prophets. And if we want to be prophets, we must pay close
attention to the thoughts that come to us out of nowhere with a message that
contradicts our normal ways of thinking or acting.

These four tests—Scripture, its character, its fruit and its content—help
us to recognize God’s voice. But they can never be used as a mechanical
check list. Nor can they be a substitute for experience. Through experience,
we can grow in our ability to hear God. “But solid food is for the mature,
who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil”
(Heb. 5:14).

I listened to an excellent explanation of a golf swing recently. Then I
was stupefied when I watched the explainer swing a golf club. As an
explainer he was great. But as a player . . .

I had a similar experience reading a book about prayer. I admired the
illustrations and some of the reasoning about prayer, but about three
chapters into the book, I knew that the author had had very little experience
praying. He was trying to offer an intellectual explanation of prayer without
a convincing personal history of prayer. Knowing about God’s voice is not
the same as knowing God’s voice.



How about you? Are you constantly asking God’s opinion? It is through
“constant use” that we grow in discernment, in our ability to hear His voice.
No one gets a great golf swing without a lot of practice. The same is true for
those who want to hear God’s voice.

We’ve all seen people who have practiced a lot at something and are
still not very good at it. Sometimes it means that they simply don’t have the
talent for what they are practicing, whether it is music, a sport or a technical
skill. But according to Jesus, all Christians have the ability to hear His voice
(see John 10:27).

Sometimes if we practice the wrong way we can actually set ourselves
back. Every beginning golfer has heard his instructor say, “Practice doesn’t
make perfect. It makes permanent.” Practicing while neglecting the
foundational things can actually make flaws permanent. When it comes to
hearing God’s voice, the key lies not in the four tests, or even in a lot of
practice, but rather in our heart. Neglecting the role of our heart is a sure
way to being deceived. The key to hearing God lies not in our intelligence
but in our humility.

The Humble Heart

God repeatedly tells us how much He values humility. “This is the one I
esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word”
(Isa. 66:2). There are actually people that God Himself esteems. This is an
amazing fact in itself, but who He esteems is even more amazing. He does
not esteem the rich, the beautiful or the intelligent; He esteems the humble.
David tells us this: “Though the LorD is on high, he looks upon the lowly,
but the proud he knows from afar” (Ps. 138:6). Peter tells us this: “All of
you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, ‘God
opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves,
therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time” (1
Pet. 5:5-6).

The Scripture declares that the humble hear and understand the voice of
God. Among all the Old Testament prophets, no one heard the voice of the
Lord like Moses, for he was “more humble than anyone else on the face of
the earth” (Num. 12:3-8). In fact, humility is one of the main character
qualities of all the great prophets. Humility is the pathway to friendship
with God. It is very simple: God deals with the proud at a distance, but with
the humble it’s up close and personal. I’ve never heard a pastor or
theologian dispute this. I’ve also never heard a sermon or a theological



lecture on humility. I’ve heard lots of sermons on faithfulness, service,
purity, giving, judgment, grace, mercy, obedience, prayer, meditation and
spiritual gifts, but I can’t remember ever hearing humility talked about.

Jonathan Edwards said that the hardest sin to detect and the one that lies
at the bedrock of most of our other sins is pride. If that’s true, I wonder if
the opposite could not be said about humility: It is the most difficult virtue
to acquire. Humility is the virtue to which our flesh is most opposed,
because it is the soil from which so many other virtues grow. One thing is
for sure: Everyone who is famous for loving God throughout scriptural
history is also exceptionally humble.

What Is Humility?

The dictionaries often begin by telling us what humility is not—not proud,
not arrogant, not haughty, not assertive and not pretentious. But what is it?
The Bible does not give us one simple definition of humility, but it does
offer a number of different portraits of humble people.

First, humble people are small in their own eyes. This is what the
prophet Samuel said to King Saul (see 1 Sam. 15:17). Does “small in our
own eyes” mean taking a negative view of ourselves, believing that we are
worthless and insignificant? Not at all. Consider John the Baptist, who
knew he was special. His conception was announced ahead of time by the
angel Gabriel, one of only two angels named in Scripture (see Luke 1:11-
20). His birth was celebrated by one of the most powerful prophetic words
in the Bible (see Luke 1:67-79). He knew that he had been given the
greatest privilege of all the prophets. He knew he was the “voice” of Isaiah
40:3, the forerunner of the Messiah. John knew he was special, yet he was
still humble, small in his own eyes.

Humility is not the denial of our attributes; it is believing in our hearts
that our best qualities are not good enough to cause us to deserve God’s
attention, or even to gain us the lowest position of service to Him. John
knew that he was great, but in comparison with the Messiah, he said that he
was not worthy to perform the lowest act of service: to take the Messiah’s
shoes off (see John 1:27). Humility is seeing ourselves not in comparison
with one another, but in the light of God’s greatness.

Second, humble people know it is not their physical strength, nor their
intelligence, nor their luck, but the Lord who determines the outcome (see
Prov. 21:31; 16:9,23). When John the Baptist’s disciples came to him
complaining that more people were going to Jesus than John, the prophet



replied, “A man can receive only what is given him from heaven” (John
3:27). Solomon said it like this: “Unless the Lord builds the house, its
builders labor in vain” (Ps. 127:1). Jesus emphasized this to His disciples
the night before His crucifixion. He said, “Apart from me you can do
nothing” (John 15:5).

Third, humble people put their confidence in the mercy of God rather
than in their abilities or character (see Rom. 9:15-16). Jesus illustrated this
in the story of the proud Pharisee boasting about his righteousness and the
sinner crying out for mercy (see Luke 18:9-14). Another way to state this
principle is that humble people put their confidence in the Holy Spirit’s
ability to speak, not in their ability to hear. Or humble people put their
confidence in Jesus’ ability to lead, not in their ability to follow. At the end
of his life, Paul said it like this: “The Lord will rescue me from every evil
attack and will bring me safely to his heavenly kingdom” (2 Tim. 4:18).

Fourth, humble people are willing to associate with and serve people of
lower position (see Rom. 12:10; Gal. 5:13; Phil. 2:3-4), just as Jesus (see
Phil. 2:5-11) and our Father do (see Isa. 57:15; 66:2).

Last, humble people have learned to embrace their weaknesses. Paul
tells us that the power of Christ rests on people who embrace their
weaknesses (see 2 Cor. 12:9-10). A weakness in this sense is not a sin, nor
is it the normal immaturity we leave behind as we grow closer to Christ.
Weakness is the lack of strength or ability to do something that we consider
desirable or necessary. It might be a physical disability such as a speech
impediment, or a personality trait we don’t like such as shyness.

The apostle Paul did not tell us what his weakness was, only that it was
a tormenting, demonic “thorn” in his flesh (v. 7). Perhaps if he had named
his specific weakness, we might have had the tendency to glorify his
weakness and minimize our own. Many of us are distressed by our
weaknesses, viewing them as permanent liabilities. But humble people see
their weaknesses as opportunities for the power of Christ to rest on them.

If humility is so essential for hearing the voice of God, how do we get
it? Not by reading about it.

Becoming Humble
“Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered” (Heb.
5:8). That is surely one of the most unexpected statements about Jesus in
the whole New Testament. It is difficult to think of a perfect Person
“learning” anything, especially obedience. Who really understands how the



humanity and deity of Jesus functions in His person? Yet somehow pain
was necessary for Him and He benefited from it. If Jesus needed pain, how
much more do we?

If you listen to some preachers today, you might get the idea that pain is
never God’s will for our lives. According to some, we suffer because of our
unbelief. Sometimes that’s true, but it wasn’t true of Job and it certainly
wasn’t true of Jesus’ suffering. God uses pain to train us. Whether He
causes or permits it, or we cause it or our enemy causes it, is irrelevant in
one sense. God could prevent all our pain if He chose to, but instead He
chooses to use our pain, giving us the opportunity to become humble. Pain
does not automatically produce humility; in some people pain produces
bitterness. But no one becomes humble without pain doing its work. Often
that pain takes the form of desert experiences.

Humility is almost always acquired in the desert. Moses, David, John
the Baptist and Jesus all had significant training time in the desert.
Likewise, everyone who is greatly used by the Lord is led into the “desert”
to get humility. God even sent a whole nation to the desert for 40 years to
humble them, to bring them to a place of childlike dependence and gratitude
(see Deut. 8:1).

The desert is necessary because no human being has the character to
bear perpetual success. Jesus had the character, but His Father did not
except Him from the rule. We need failure, pain and dryness to break the
power of our pride. In this life, there is no cure for our pride. We are offered
a daily reprieve based on the quality of our daily walk with Jesus. The
desert is one of those places where we discover our absolute need of that
walk.

Prophetic ministry is often spectacular. Prophets can dazzle an audience,
even an entire nation. Because of that, it is easy for prophets to become
puffed up. The desert is the cure for both personal and prophetic pride. The
greater the prophetic gifting, the greater and more severe the time in the
desert will be. Welcome the desert. It means the gift of humility is being
imparted and that promotion or restoration is on the way.

Jesus said that no one on earth was greater than John the Baptist (see
Matt. 11:11). Why? Because no one embraced humility like John. It was not
just that John began in humility, small in his own eyes when he looked up
to Jesus; he embraced humility even when it meant his ministry would
diminish in the presence of Jesus. He said of Jesus, “He must become



greater; I must become less” (John 3:30). He knew, at the height of his
popularity, that the coming of Jesus meant the end of the forerunner’s
ministry. Others would have been offended at the loss of their ministry, but
to John it seemed right. Where did he learn to respond so humbly? In the
desert.

The desert represents that time in our lives when we seem unproductive
and God seems far away. And if that weren’t enough, a major test or
temptation is thrown at us in the desert. The pain of the desert is where we
learn that apart from Christ we can do nothing.

A second thing that helps us to grow in humility is being with humble
people. It is a law of human nature that we will become like our friends (see
Prov. 13:20), and this can be a problem, especially for men. The average
Christian man will say that his wife is his best friend. In most cases his wife
is his only friend. If you ask that same man who is his best male friend, he
will usually tell you it is someone from his high school or college, someone
that no longer lives in his city, and someone he rarely talks to. We have
become increasingly isolated in modern culture, and we are the poorer for
it.

God made us to connect with Him and with others at the deepest level.
One of the greatest challenges facing the Church today is to create an
environment conducive to the forming of deep friendships, rather than
simply focusing on building a ministry. When the primary focus is building
rather than connecting, we end up using people, assessing their value
according to their ability to help us build our ministry. But before Jesus
called the apostles to build a ministry, He called them to “be with him”
(Mark 3:13-15). The most powerful ministries are built on a deep
connection with God and with His people. Here’s why.

All of us need one to three people of the same sex who are so close to us
that they know all our secrets. Why? Because if you can’t talk about it, it
owns you. When I share a dark secret with a close friend, 50 percent of the
power of that darkness over me is immediately broken. James said that if
we want to be healed, it is necessary to confess our sins to one another (see
Jas. 5:16). You can only do this consistently with the closest of friends,
people who would never use your secrets to betray you. Truly deep
friendships are formed without ulterior motives. Best friends are best
friends for one reason: They enjoy each other. And this brings us back to



our ultimate purpose in life, to love God and one another (see Matt. 22:37-
40).

Certainly loving includes serving and building, but we can build and
serve without loving. We can even sacrifice our lives without loving (see 1
Cor. 13:3). But no one can enjoy God without loving Him (contrast Mary
and Martha, see Luke 10:38-42). I think that the best measurement of our
love for God is the level of our capacity to enjoy Him. The more we are
actually “with” God, the more we enjoy Him. But here is the problem: It is
so much easier to “do for” God than to “be with” God. Fear and insecurity
lead us to so crowd our lives with doing that there is very little time left
over for being with God or with best friends. And yet it is these friendships
that give us real joy, allow us to feel significant and transform us. Every
humble person in scriptural history is deeply connected with other humble
people and growing their ability to enjoy God.

Humility is produced by pain, being with Jesus, being with humble
people and is a life-long process (see Phil. 3:12-14).



Chapter Five

Blood pressure.

From out of nowhere those words entered my mind. The woman at
whom I was looking appeared perfectly healthy. She was seated in the third
row on my left. I was standing on the stage, looking at the crowd, praying
for revelation. And then it came, though nothing suggested the woman had
blood pressure problems and I had not been talking or thinking about
illnesses.

I had grown accustomed to experiences like this, experiences that some
call “words of knowledge.” However, I wasn’t accustomed to what was
about to follow, nor was I prepared for the lesson the Lord was going to
give, a lesson about how we should listen when He speaks, and more
importantly, a lesson about my heart.

I looked at the woman for a moment longer. This was going to be
impressive. I was sure.

“Do you have high blood pressure?” I asked the lady.

“No,” she replied. I couldn’t believe it. I was sure the Lord had
indicated that she did. Maybe I had been a little hasty in calling her out.
Maybe it was someone in her family.

“Does anyone in your family have high blood pressure?”

“No.” Strike two. Maybe the revelation wasn’t for this lady, but for
someone seated near her, and I just hadn’t given the Lord time to indicate
who it really was.

“Does anyone seated around this lady have high blood pressure?” I
asked that part of the audience.

Strike three. I suppose I could have continued, “Well, does anybody
know anybody anywhere in the world that might possibly have high blood
pressure, or had it once upon a time?” That might have gotten me kicked off
the team. If I just accepted strike three, I might get to bat again. The church
where I was speaking, Trinity Fellowship of Amarillo, Texas, was one of
my favorite churches. I wanted to stay on the team there. So, embarrassed
and confused, I admitted my mistake and continued the meeting.

After the meeting, the woman who did not have high blood pressure
came up to me and said, “You know, my husband has low blood pressure.



It’s so bad that sometimes he passes out. Do you think that might have been
what you were seeing?” I had made a beginner’s error in prophetic ministry.

The mercy of the Lord is so great that He overcame my error, so that
nothing was lost that didn’t need to be lost. Actually, more was gained in
my mistake than would have been gained in my success. Before I explain
the error, let me explain the mercy. First, the Lord still allowed us to
identify who had the blood pressure problem so that we could pray for him.
Second, the Lord showed me why I made the error so that I could learn
from it. Third, since I am writing about it now, you and others may profit
from my failure. Fourth, there was something I needed to lose. The
embarrassment I suffered was a small price to pay for that loss, which I will
share with you later.

The wonderful thing I took away from this little failure was that when
we are willing to risk looking foolish for the Lord, His mercy redeems even
our mistakes and makes us better.

What had led to the mistake? Actually, there were two mistakes.
Nobody saw the first one, not even me, because it took place in a hidden
part of my heart. The first mistake produced the one the audience saw, a
simple flaw in my methods, which was much easier to correct than the
mistake I’d made in my heart.

Revelation, Interpretation and Application
The mistake in my method was this: I had failed to distinguish between
revelation (what is said), interpretation (what it means) and application
(what we do about it). These three factors are involved every time God
speaks to us.

The revelation is the message of God. The message may come through
the Bible, a dream, an impression, or in other ways. If the revelation is from
God, then it must be true because God cannot lie (see Heb. 6:18). However,
we can have a true revelation and give it a wrong interpretation.
Furthermore, we can have a true revelation, a correct interpretation and a
wrong application. We have to be right at all three stages if the message
from the Lord is going to benefit someone.

I had heard the words “blood pressure” in my mind when I looked at the
woman. The revelation was true, but my interpretation was false. I
immediately jumped to the conclusion that the revelation must mean high
blood pressure. After all, high blood pressure is much more common than
low blood pressure. The other assumption I made was that the revelation



referred to the woman that I was looking at when the word came into my
mind. Calling her out publicly (the application), ensured my
embarrassment.

Here is what I should have done: I should have asked the Lord what the
word about blood pressure meant and how it applied to this lady. Suppose I
had done that, but the Lord had not answered me. Then I could have asked
the lady to help me with the interpretation. I could have said, “Just a
moment ago, I was looking at you and the words ‘blood pressure’ came to
my mind. Do those words mean anything to you?” Had I done this, she
would have said, “Oh, my! They certainly do mean something. My husband
has low blood pressure, and he even passes out from it!”

Even seasoned prophetic people can misapply revelation. The prophet
Agabus heard the Holy Spirit say that when Paul went to Jerusalem he
would be imprisoned. Paul’s companions, including Luke and maybe even
Agabus, urged him not to go. But Paul went anyway (see Acts 21:10-14).
The revelation was true. But Paul and his companions came up with two
contradictory applications of the revelation. One of them had to be wrong.

A helpful practice is to distinguish between the revelation, interpretation
and application.

Write It Down

Another helpful practice is to follow Daniel’s example. He wrote down his
visions and dreams immediately after having them (see Dan. 7:1). We
cannot interpret what we cannot remember. We can have the most vivid
dream and think we will never forget it, but if we do not write it down
within 5 to 10 minutes after waking, most likely we will forget the dream
within the hour. Visions and impressions can also be lost quickly, as well as
insights gained from meditating on Scripture. I have developed the habit of
writing down everything. This has helped me to accommodate the Lord’s
tendency to speak to me at “inconvenient” times. I think the Lord often
speaks to us at inconvenient times to test our desire to hear Him.

For much of my Christian life, I had no appreciation of the Lord’s
spontaneity. I assumed He would speak to me only through the Bible, and
that it would be when I was studying the Bible. It seemed reasonable to me
that God would accommodate Himself to my preferred mode of divine
communication and to my schedule. After all, I was quite busy serving
Him. I made notes during my Bible study, and God did speak to me. I
learned things about God, the devil and demons, myself and others. But I



also missed a great deal of what God was saying to me during those days
because I restricted my listening to only one form of the Lord’s
communication and mainly to one time of the day.

Although God was speaking to me at various times and in various ways,
I ignored those ways because I thought they were unreliable. I thought they
would distract me from the Bible, even lessen my love for it. I expected
God to speak to me only when I was sitting behind a comfortable desk with
an open Bible, a few other books, a notepad and a cup of hot coffee at hand.
It was not very personal and not very much like the way He spoke to people
in the Bible, but it was convenient. And it suited my academic personality.

When I finally admitted that the way God spoke to people in the Bible
was also the way He was speaking to people today, I began to hear His
voice more frequently and more personally. I now have a more intimate
relationship with Him. Because of the intimacy in our relationship, I speak
to Him often during the day, and He to me. What I’ve discovered is that He
is not nearly so predictable as I used to imagine. And that discovery has
made life with Him much more adventurous.

I keep paper, pen and sometimes a little recorder with me wherever I go,
and also by my bed. If I wake up at 3:00 A.Mm. at the end of a vivid dream, I
write it down. If an insight comes to me while I’'m driving, I can use the
recorder to capture it. God often speaks to us during mundane chores. When
He does, we need to stop and write it down. This habit will help us meditate
on what He says to us. Sometimes He may show us something that will not
come to pass for months or even years.

Take Mary, for example. When the shepherds came to Mary and told her
all that the angels had said about her baby son, she “treasured up all these
things and pondered them in her heart” (Luke 2:19). When her 12-year-old
son wandered off from the caravan to spend an extra three days at the
Temple, she did not understand His enigmatic excuse, but she “treasured all
these things in her heart” (Luke 2:51). Years later, when she needed the
treasure to get her through her greatest pain, it was safely hidden in her
heart for just that day.

If we do not write down the revelation, we may lose the blessing that
was meant for us and others. It may even cost us money, as it once did with
me.

I was in the middle of some mindless task when out of nowhere an
impression came into my mind regarding a stock I owned. The impression



was that the stock was going to triple in value, and when it did, I should sell
it. I was sure this was from God. I did not write it down, but I did tell my
wife. The stock began to rise until it tripled. I did not sell. I had forgotten
the impression. And besides, no one thinks their rising stock will ever stop
rising. I did not sell and the stock eventually fell below the price it was at
the time I had the impression. My wife reminded me of the impression after
the stock fell. She also reminded me to practice what I preach. Write it
down.

The Role of the Heart

Writing down your revelations as well as distinguishing between revelation,
interpretation and application are helpful practices. Still, they don’t get to
the heart of interpretation. For example, in the story at the beginning of this
chapter, you may have wondered why God did not just say “low blood
pressure” in the first place. If He could suggest “blood pressure” to my
mind, how difficult would it have been to add the word “low”? Even if I
had not given the revelation an erroneous interpretation, that question
would still need an answer. In that answer lies the key to interpreting all
revelation.

I think God omitted the word “low” because He was teaching me
humility. First, He was teaching me to ask for an interpretation so that I
might learn the habit of humble dependence on Him for everything. Second,
He let me suffer a little healthy embarrassment. Let me explain why the
embarrassment was healthy.

When the words “blood pressure” came to my mind, I experienced a
surge of joy. In retrospect, I know that part of that joy was the delight I
always feel in the presence of concrete expressions of the Lord’s
omniscience. But another part of the joy came from anticipating how
impressed the audience was about to be with my revelatory knowledge. I
had fallen into a common trap.

“Knowledge puffs up” (1 Cor. 8:1). No one is immune from the pride of
knowledge, not the scholar with his mastery of academic minutiae or the
prophet who sees the secrets of others’ hearts. Knowledge in any form
makes it difficult for us to escape being impressed with ourselves and to
escape the joy of impressing others. This does not impress the One who
knows everything. He rather hopes that we use the knowledge He gives us
in a different way: to impress people with His Son. To help us die to the



pleasure of self-exaltation, He occasionally replaces that pleasure with
embarrassment.

In my case, the embarrassment caused me to turn to the Lord for an
explanation of my mistake. Eventually I recognized it for what it was: a
gentle reminder not to be impressed with myself when the Holy Spirit
shows me the secrets of His children. The embarrassment that the Lord
engineered was not a sign of His irritation, but rather of His love and His
commitment to instill humility in me.

Later, we shall return to the refining quality of embarrassment, but for
now let me note that you won’t find it discussed in literature dealing with
the science of biblical interpretation. There is a telling reason for this
omission.

Most of the books on interpreting Scripture that I have read lead you to
believe that the key to understanding the Bible lies in your mind. The best
interpreters know the original languages and historical backgrounds of the
Bible. They understand literary structure, systematic theology and many
other things. In short, these scholars are the intellectual elite. Of course, no
one admits to holding this position, but they demonstrate it by what they do
not say as much as by their emphasis on the mind as the key to
understanding divine communication.

Please don’t misunderstand: I am not denigrating scholarship.
Scholarship can be a great blessing. Every time I use a concordance, a great
biblical commentary or a carefully thought-out theological monograph, I
am benefiting from someone’s scholarship. What I am objecting to is the
intellectual pride that is too frequently found in biblical scholarship, the
pride that makes the mind the key element in our effort to draw close to
God. All too often, those of us who have spent considerable time in
academic realms forget the purpose of all theological study: to see God in
His glory, to draw close to Him and to enjoy Him forever. The mind
certainly has a role to play in this pursuit, but it does not play the chief role.

According to the Bible, as far as human responsibility is concerned, the
key to interpreting all forms of divine revelation is found in the heart, not in
the mind. The religious leaders of Jesus’ day studied the Bible more than
anyone, but because of the condition of their hearts, they never heard God’s
voice at any time (see John 5:37). When God spoke to Jesus in an audible
voice, some of the people standing by Him only heard thunder, even though
the voice had come for their benefit (see John 12:27-30). Like them, if our



hearts are not right, we won’t be able to recognize God even when He
speaks to us in an audible voice.

The Pharisees may have been intelligent, but they were also arrogant.
Their pride made it impossible for them to hear God’s voice through the
Bible, through the miracles of Jesus or in any of the other ways God was
speaking. On the other hand, Jesus was humble in heart (see Matt. 11:29)
and never failed to hear God’s voice. Humility, not intelligence, has always
been the heart quality that moves God to speak to us and enables us to hear
Him clearly. It is the humble, not the smart, that God guides and teaches
(see Ps. 25:9).

When it comes to understanding God’s voice, three expressions of
humility stand out. The humble want (1) to obey, (2) to be friends with God,
and (3) to pray.

Obedience

The religious leaders did not believe that Jesus was speaking the words of
God, so He gave them a way to discern the origin of His message. He said,
“If any man is willing to do His will, he shall know of the teaching, whether
it is of God, or whether I speak from Myself” (John 7:17, NASB).

Humble people want to obey God, even when obedience is painful. Our
willingness to do whatever He tells us encourages Him to speak to us and
enables us to recognize and understand His voice. Why should He speak to
us if He knows we have no intention of obeying Him?

Friendship with God

Humble hearts are never satisfied with obedience alone. They want an
intimate friendship with God. And they want that friendship more than they
want a ministry. The most impenetrable mystery is that this is also what
God longs for.

The Lord longs for friends with whom He can share His secrets.
Abraham got so close to God that God did not want to do anything without
revealing it to him first (see Gen. 18:17). This closeness is the goal of
prophetic ministry, not the delivering of prophetic words. Powerful
prophetic words are the by-product of being close friends with the most
powerful Word of all.

Which do you think Jesus would rather have: servants or friends?
Which would you rather have? Who brings you the most joy: the person
who waits on you or the one with whom you share your heart? Jesus said to
the disciples, “I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not



know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for
everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (John
15:15). God wants friends with whom He can be intimate. What do we
want?

Good friendships do not just happen. They are cultivated over a period
of time, and they are often painful. They take time because trust grows
slowly. They are painful because friends become vulnerable to one another,
and no one can hurt us like a close friend. The pain of intimacy scares some
of us into settling for just being servants, but humble people endure the pain
and take the time that all great friendships require.

Ministry sidetracks me all the time. Someone has said that the greatest
hindrance to loving God is serving God. I believe it. I have to ask myself
repeatedly: What is it I really want, a great following or a great friendship?
When I am really sidetracked, I forget to ask myself that question. But then
God asks me. He seems determined to make a good friend out of me in
spite of my willingness to settle for less. And I am sure He feels the same
way about you.

Prayer

Humble people pray. Praying is one of the most practical things we can do,
both to get revelation and to understand it. God told Jeremiah, “Call to me
and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not
know” (Jer. 33:3). How much revelation do we forfeit simply because we
do not ask God to tell us “unsearchable things”? How much revelation do
we fail to understand because we do not ask God to reveal its meaning?

When Daniel was meditating on Jeremiah’s prophecy that Israel’s
captivity would last for 70 years, he prayed. An angel was sent to give
Daniel “insight and understanding” (Dan. 9:22). Prayer is the instrument
that allows us to search the depths of Scripture, as well as the meaning of
visions and dreams.

Prophets have special gifts to interpret revelation that occurs outside the
Bible. Some of today’s prophets have gifts similar to Joseph and Daniel,
who were extraordinarily proficient at interpreting not only their own
dreams but also the dreams of others. Some prophets are so gifted at
interpretation that it seems effortless, but if we examine the lives of those in
the Bible who are skilled interpreters of revelation, we find that they were
always devoted to prayer.



Consider Daniel again. In the third year of King Cyrus, Daniel had a
vision so perplexing and horrifying that he mourned, fasted and prayed over
the vision for three weeks. At the end of the three weeks, an angel came to
Daniel and said, “Do not be afraid, Daniel. Since the first day that you set
your mind to gain understanding and to humble yourself before your God,
your words were heard, and I have come in response to them . .. Now I
have come to explain to you what will happen to your people in the future”
(Dan. 10:12-14).

This experience makes Daniel a model for all of us who want to
understand the language of the Holy Spirit. All of the elements that unlock
the meaning of revelation—humility expressed in prayer, friendship with
God and willingness to obey God—can be found in this chapter of Daniel.
The prophet was given a vision he could not understand. Instead of giving
up, he “set [his] mind to gain understanding.” Then he prayed and fasted
until the interpretation came. When we pray and fast, we are confessing our
weakness and expressing our dependence on God. This is why the angel
said that Daniel had humbled himself before God. He had a friendship with
God, for he was “highly esteemed” by God (10:19). And he was willing to
do whatever was required to obey and to understand the vision.

Following Daniel’s example is the best way I know to gain
understanding of divine mysteries. It does not guarantee, though, that the
Lord will automatically show us the meaning of Scripture or other forms of
revelation. The Lord’s friendships are not bound by mechanical rules. We
know so little of God and His ways. Some things He will leave shrouded in
mystery, regardless of our best efforts to understand them. Don’t be
discouraged by this. A life without mystery is a dull life. And even though
mysteries may make us anxious at times, God promises to quell our
anxieties with His peace (see Phil. 4:6-7). Remember this the next time the
Lord speaks to you with a disturbing symbol.

The Purpose of Symbolic Language

“Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have
no life in you,” said Jesus (John 6:53). Why would He use such outrageous
symbolism? The crowd of disciples following Him did not appreciate it. It
caused them to grumble, “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?”
(John 6:60). And it caused many of them to desert Him.

But why were they following Him in the first place? Jesus said they
were following Him for food (see John 6:26). And that is the great



temptation of religious people: using God rather than loving Him, following
Him for what He can do for us rather than for who He is. The pagans went
after idols for the same reason. Jesus was happy to provide food for His
followers, but He wanted them to know He was more than a caterer.

Jesus transformed their desire for physical food into one of His most
shocking metaphors. He was telling the crowd that they were seeking Him
for too little. He was not only the sustenance of physical life, but also the
source of eternal life. The metaphor was meant to shock them into looking
beneath the surface of the miracle of the loaves and fishes.

Jesus warned them that His words were not literal (see John 6:63). If
only they had stayed around long enough, they would have learned that
Jesus used hard sayings to frustrate the impure motives of everyone who
tried to be close to Him. But they couldn’t endure the frustration. They left
the Bread of Heaven to look for a food that was more down to earth.

When Jesus tried to tell His followers that He was the real food, “the
bread that came down from heaven,” the Jewish leaders on the fringe of the
crowd who overheard were offended. The Jewish leadership had fallen into
the other great temptation of religious people: to serve God through merely
human intellect, discipline and traditions. This offended the Lord so much
that He offended their understanding. He used a hard saying to conceal the
key to life from the Jewish leaders.

The Lord hides His wisdom in the Holy Spirit so that the intellectually
and religiously proud cannot find it with their natural talents. The ones who
are committed to living by the power of their own intellects can’t live with
that offense to their minds.

The 12 disciples were just as clueless, but they were not offended. They
believed Jesus had a purpose in using the shocking language, and they
stayed around to learn what He really meant.

To summarize: Symbolic language conceals truth from the proud,
reveals the most profound truth to the humble and jars us awake when we
are tempted to use God rather than love Him. It also does something else: It
impacts our emotions. This is especially true of dreams and visions, which
are often symbolic rather than literal. Prosaic warnings may be easily
ignored, but the symbols of dreams and visions may frighten us out of our
lethargy (see Job 33:15-18). I know we preachers are always telling
everyone not to live by their feelings, but our exhortations will never



change the fact that our feelings influence us greatly. Because they do, God
uses pictures and symbols to intensify our feelings.

Not all of God’s warnings terrify us. Sometimes they show us our
future, a bright future that we are in danger of losing. Such was the case
with a young man in our church who was flirting with sexual immorality.
Actually, it was flirting with him in the form of several young, wild women
who were pursuing him. I was not the only leader to warn him. But the
warnings found no home in his heart. Now it was God’s turn to provide a
more direct approach. A dream.

The dream showed the young man married and in the delivery room
with his beautiful wife. A beautiful son was born and placed in his arms.
His family was gathered around him. He was overwhelmed with love and
exploding with joy. When he woke up, the scene lingered and so did the joy,
and he understood.

God had shown him the future, his future. A marriage made in heaven
was waiting for him. Now the importance of his present actions weighed
heavily on him. He understood the women pursuing him could steal what he
had seen, and he told them goodbye.

This dream, while prophetic, was not really symbolic, and therefore it
was easy to interpret. But what about the difficult symbols of dreams and
visions? How do we interpret them?

Interpreting Symbols
When Jesus mystified everyone with the invitation to drink His blood and
eat His flesh, the 12 disciples reacted differently from the crowd. Instead of
deserting the Lord, they stayed close to Him, talked to Him and waited for
Him to reveal His meaning. Today, we do these same things through prayer.
For in prayer we draw close to Jesus, talk with Him and wait on Him.

I’'m now going to offer some practical suggestions for interpreting
symbols, but none of the following advice comes close to the importance of
prayer. Conversing with the One who gave us the symbols is the best way to
discover their meaning.

Although it is possible to discern some fairly consistent symbolic
meanings in Scripture as well as in contemporary experience, there is no
manual of symbols that will give us ready-made interpretations of the
nonliteral elements in our dreams and visions. This is because symbols can
have different meanings in different contexts. In one setting, a baby may
represent a new ministry filled with potential. In another, the baby may



represent weakness and immaturity. We must pay close attention to the
context.

Even though we don’t have a manual to give us automatic
understanding, it is still valuable to search Scripture and contemporary
experience, both of which may suggest possible meanings for the symbolic
use of persons, places, things or events.

Many things have both literal and symbolic meanings in the Bible. For
example, the color purple often stands for royalty, while blue represents
heaven or revelation. Many plants and animals have symbolic functions.
Foxes can symbolize cunning or small destructive influences, as in the little
problems that destroy a marriage over time if they are ignored (see Song of
Songs 2:14). Vipers may represent either religious poison or gossip. Body
parts have symbolic functions. For instance, the right hand stands for
power. To cite just a few more examples, wine can represent joy. Wind may
represent the Holy Spirit (see John 3:8) or it may symbolize judgment (see
1 Kings 19:11). Gold, silver or jewels represent something valuable and
rare.

Almost anything can have a nonliteral meaning. How do we discover
these possibilities? Start by using a concordance, preferably an electronic
one. Computer software is so much faster than using a book. I can type in
the word that I'm looking for, and immediately all its occurrences come
onto the screen. I can scroll up and down, reading the context in which any
word lies. The concordance usually reveals several possible symbolic
meanings, but frequently while I am searching, one meaning seems to jump
off the screen, fitting perfectly into the context of my dream or vision.

Sometimes symbols are taken from our contemporary experience rather
than from the Bible. When this happens, look for the commonplace
associations of the symbol; that is, the thing or things that you usually think
of in connection with the symbol. For example, in your dream you are in an
airplane that crashes because of pilot error. You don’t need a scientific
knowledge of aircraft to understand this dream. What do you commonly
associate with airplanes? Transportation, speed and high altitude are the
first things that come to my mind. The airplane could represent a ministry
that is taking you to spiritual heights very fast, but because of the leaders’
inexperience, the ministry is headed for a major disaster. The dream could
be a warning to pray for the leaders of the ministry.



Our thoughts and feelings about the symbol are important too, for God
chooses particular symbols because of their potential to communicate with
us. If we lived in a remote place where no one had any knowledge of
airplanes, it is not likely that He would use them as symbols to convey His
truth.

Another practical tip for understanding dreams or visions is to pay
attention to any detail that stands out. That detail is usually a major clue to
the meaning of the revelation. But don’t try to get a meaning out of every
detail of a symbol. The context of the dream or vision will determine which
details are relevant.

Over the years, as you treasure the dreams and visions given to you by
the Lord, you may find that you have acquired your own personalized
dream vocabulary.

None of the above guidance for interpreting symbols should be seen as
minimizing or contradicting the need for prayer. When we want to
understand a divine communication, whether a scriptural text or a dream,
we should pray, consult others who have wisdom in this area and make use
of any scholarly resource at our disposal. But we want to be sure that our
ultimate confidence is in the Lord’s goodness to make His revelations clear,
rather than in our intellectual capacities to figure them out.

I have spent so much time on symbolic meanings because the most
common mistake made in interpreting dreams and visions is to take
something literally that was intended to be taken symbolically. For
example, heart attacks in dreams or visions often point to spiritual attacks
on the heart, rather than warnings about physical cardiac arrest.
Wheelchairs frequently denote spiritual paralysis. A leader you know
appears on a famous national TV program in your dream; this may mean
that the ministry he or she represents is going to be given national exposure,
not that the leader is actually going to appear on TV. There are no rigid
rules to distinguish the literal from the symbolic or to automatically
decipher symbols. Discernment is acquired in prayer over time and with
practice.

Another bit of advice: Most of the time, negative events in dreams and
visions are warnings, not decreed events (see Job 33:13-18). The dream
may warn us what will happen if we do not repent of a certain attitude or
behavior. Or we may not be doing anything wrong at all. Perhaps the devil
has planned a special attack against us, and the negative dream is an



encouragement to pray so that the calamity won’t come to pass. This is the
way I treat all negative dreams unless the Lord shows me otherwise.

Tormenting Dreams

She was being shot repeatedly with a machine gun. She felt every bullet rip
into her flesh, but she could not fall down. The force of the shots was
holding her body up. And she could not die, so the bullets just kept tearing
into her.

This was one of the dreams Leesa woke up to shortly after she began to
have prophetic dreams. All prophetic people I know are subject to
tormenting dreams, which only seem to be revelatory. They tell a very real
and coherent story, but it’s a bad story, usually the thing the prophetic
person fears most. If a prophetess is feeling she is losing her beauty, she
may have a dream about her husband being attracted to another woman.
The dream will be so real that she will experience the despair of
abandonment. She may even wake up angry at her husband. Sometimes the
devil is the source of these dreams. He is a master deceiver and will imitate
the ways that God speaks (see chapter 8 for more on this).

In other instances, we ourselves are the source of the tormenting dream.
What we do just before we go to bed can influence our dreams. If we fall
asleep worrying, chances are we will have a negative dream about our
worries. Movies we watch before we fall asleep, especially horror movies,
may have a negative effect in our dreams. Excessive amounts of alcohol or
certain kinds of foods can also interfere with our dreams. In addition, some
kinds of drugs, legal as well as illegal, trouble our dreams.

How can we tell the difference between a true warning dream and a
tormenting dream? First, we must see if there is a connection between the
dream and what we were doing just before we fell asleep. Second, does the
dream reflect something we habitually fear or worry about? Fear and worry
are entry points for demonic deception. Third, does the dream take away
our hope, making us feel that neither prayer nor repentance will help?
Hopelessness and condemnation are signs of the accuser’s revelation. If we
consistently ask the Lord to show us the difference between His dreams and
those of our flesh or from the enemy, we will learn to discern the source.

When Leesa first began to have prophetic dreams, almost every other
night she had a tormenting one. We put up with this for six weeks before we
came to our senses. We prayed every night before we went to bed, asking
God to keep the devil from invading her dreams. The invasion stopped.



Occasionally she is visited by a tormenting dream, but that is part of the
price of being prophetic.

Prophets do not live in a tidy world. They move in realms where angels
and demons cross paths, where the counterfeit and the real intermingle.
Confusion and ambiguity are their frequent companions. A fleeting vision
or a barely remembered dream may hold the key for someone’s rescue. Of
all the gifts, none seem to rest on such flimsy experiences as prophecy. No
ministry is as difficult to learn. It is so much more art than science. It may
also be the most valuable of all the gifts. It is the only spiritual gift that the
apostle Paul singled out and urged the whole Church to pursue (see 1 Cor.
14:1,39).

Be patient with yourself as you learn to understand the prophetic
language of the Holy Spirit. Humble persistence is more important than
intelligence when trying to discover what only God can reveal.
Understanding is the reward for those “who because of practice have their
senses trained to discern good and evil” (Heb. 5:14, NASB).



imitating prophets. Often they get away with it because some of the real
prophets seem just borderline sane.

I’m not just talking about today’s genuine prophets. I also mean the
prophets of the Bible. If Jeremiah were ministering today, any number of
churchgoing people would recommend Prozac and long-term counseling.
The biblical prophets frequently not only appeared unhappy and angry, but
they also did strange things. Jeremiah bought an expensive linen belt,
buried it and dug it up later, claiming the ruined belt was a message to the
nation. Hosea married a prostitute—not one of those sentimental prostitutes
with a heart of gold like in the movies, but a brazen prostitute who had
other men’s babies. The most literate prophet of the Bible, Isaiah, went
around naked for three years. What kind of therapy would we encourage
him to enter if he were in our congregation?

The bizarre behavior of the biblical prophets does not bother us today
because they are not in our churches. They are safely tucked away in the
pages of the Bible. We are also helped greatly by the fact that the Bible is
the most unread book in our churches. This means that many of us are not
aware of the strange things in the Bible.

But it is not just our biblical ignorance and their contemporary absence
that keeps us comfortable with the eccentric acts of the prophets. There is
also a theological reason why we are not troubled by their incongruous
conduct. What ultimately legitimizes the prophets of the Bible is that God
stands behind their weird ways.

God is the one who told Jeremiah, Hosea, Isaiah and company to do
those peculiar things. The fact that God told Isaiah to go naked or told
Abraham to kill his son makes us comfortable with Isaiah and Abraham.
But it should not make us comfortable with God. The only way to derive
comfort here is to assume that God does not speak anymore except in the
pages of the Bible, or that He has given up His strange ways. But you
probably would not be reading this book if you believed that. It is much
more likely that you believe God still speaks today and that He might even
ask you to do something strange. This may very well be true, but if you are



not humble, wise and careful, these beliefs may very well get you into
trouble that God did not intend for you.

Prophetic Megalomania

When 1 first began pursuing prophetic ministry, I met a young man who
thought he was a prophet. I will call him Robert. He was walking along the
sidewalk after a rain and noticed a dead worm in his path. He thought God
was speaking to him about the worm. So he picked it up, thinking that if he
prayed for it God would bring it back to life. The worm did not respond.
Undaunted by his failure to revive the worm, he had a new thought: God
was leading him to put the worm into an envelope and give it to one of the
leaders of a prominent Christian movement. Robert had no idea why God
wanted him to do this. He also had no authority or place within the
movement, but he felt like a man on a mission from God.

When he walked into the offices of the ministry to deliver the deceased
worm, he was not given the warmest of receptions. He interpreted this to
mean that the underlings serving the leader were jealous of him and afraid
that he might become closer to the leader than they were. If the underlings
were afraid, their fear proved groundless when the leader opened the
envelope. The leader did the right thing by the late little annelid and by the
“prophet”: He gave the worm an immediate burial in the wastepaper basket.
Then he thanked Robert and told him goodbye.

Robert was sure that his failure to worm his way into the movement was
due to the corrupt hearts of the underlings who had allowed an evil spirit
access to the ministry offices. He could not accept that his strange act had
anything to do with his rejection. (After all, the unsolicited gift of an
expired earthworm is not even close to the exhibitionism of a naked
prophet.)

I followed the young man’s career for a while longer, and the same
patterns were repeated. Instead of learning from the failures of his bizarre
behavior, Robert developed a theology to justify it. God “told” him
somewhere along his journey that his ministry would be rejected. Armed
with the weird incidents of the Bible and a divine promise of rejection, he
would always be able to justify his antisocial ways and blame someone else
for his failures in ministry. I know of at least one occasion when he turned a
whole church off to the gifts of the Spirit, helping them to despise the gift of
prophecy in particular.



This is tragic, because Robert is not a prophet. He is a stumbling block
masquerading as a prophet. Several leaders tried to help him see this, but
they were not able to reach him.

In the book of Proverbs, the fool is depicted as a megalomaniac beyond
correction (see Prov. 27:22). If we are foolish enough, we will always be
able to find something in the Bible to justify wrong or weird behavior or
corruption in our hearts.

Thankfully, I have met only one or two people in the prophetic ministry
as insular as Robert. However, his example is a warning: Before we use the
prophets of the Bible to justify some unorthodox action on our part, we
should remember that they had the highest levels of discernment and
character. When God commanded Abraham to sacrifice Isaac or Hosea to
marry Gomer, the issue was not whether or not they were discerning
accurately the voice of God. They heard His voice clearly. The issue was
obedience. We should also expect God’s voice to be that clear before doing
something strange, especially when we could hurt someone.

Still, sometimes the Lord does do things that appear unorthodox or
strange. But there is a right way and a wrong way to respond to these acts.

Glorifying the Strange

The Lord did transport prophets in the Spirit to other places to show them
things, and sometimes the Spirit picked up people physically and dropped
them off at other locations (see 1 Kings 18:12; Acts 8:39). Today this may
sound like New Age astral travel, but the Scriptures teach us that the Lord
indeed does strange things. For example, He caused a donkey to speak (see
Num. 22:21-30), and He must have done something strange to the apostle
Paul’s handkerchiefs, because when people waved them over the ill or
demon-possessed, demons came out and illnesses were cured (see Acts
19:11-12). These things actually happened, and God did them all.

Why? Sometimes He did it to offend the minds of the religious know-it-
alls, sometimes to frustrate the flesh of the proud, and perhaps for a hundred
other reasons God has never cared to share with us. The point is that from
the beginning to the end of the Bible, God did strange things. It would be
foolish to imagine that once the Bible was completed, God changed His
ways to accommodate our sense of good taste. He is still doing strange
things.

Which raises a question: How should we respond when we encounter
one of God’s strange acts today? We should glorify Him for the experience.



Unfortunately, some in the Church glorify the experience. I was in a
meeting where God had been revealing His presence with some unusual
physical manifestations. Five people were giving testimonies at the
beginning of the meeting. The first four told about life-changing encounters
with God at this series of meetings and included humorous details of
physical phenomena they had experienced. The fifth, a young lady, told
how her life had been changed, but added that she had not experienced any
physical manifestations.

The interviewer said to a crowd of several thousand, “See, that shows
you don’t have to shake or fall down to experience the power of God.”
Then as a group prayed on the stage for the young lady, he added, “But
God’s gonna get you yet.” The crowd erupted into laughter and applause,
hoping she would fall or shake. She didn’t.

The interviewer did not mean to do it, but his last statement told the
crowd that if you have not shaken, you have not really met God’s power. He
was glorifying the manifestations of God’s presence rather than God. When
we do this, we are like children on Christmas morning who unwrap our
presents but play instead with the shiny wrapping paper. When God gives
physical manifestations, they are just the wrapping paper around His
presence. That’s the real gift. It is the presence that is crucial, not how the
presence is manifested.

The interviewer did not know he was glorifying the experience rather
than God. Neither do we. Putting our attention on manifestations and
methods always leads us into deception because our eyes have left the One
who is Truth. That is why humility is so important. Humble people are less
easily deceived, and even when they are deceived, they are more quickly
corrected.

Reproducing the Strange

Trying to reproduce the strange can be just as damaging as glorifying the
strange. Often the strange happening is a singular, sovereign event.
Consider the handkerchiefs taken from Paul’s body. The Bible only tells
about one occurrence of this phenomenon. It happened in the city of magic,
Ephesus, where people used all sorts of charms to manipulate spirits and the
forces of nature. Christians, some good and some bad, try to reproduce this
today by blessing prayer cloths and giving (or selling) them to the sick.

I’m not saying that God has not healed the sick today using this method
(or even stranger ones). But those passing out the prayer cloths are not



getting the same results as Paul did. Some are copying the wrong thing.
They should set their hearts on copying the character of the apostle Paul,
not his handkerchiefs. When we get to the point where we do all things for
the sake of the gospel (see 1 Cor. 9:23) and suffer for Christ as Paul did (see
2 Cor. 11:16-32), then who knows: Maybe God will endue our clothing with
a little power. But it is a lot easier to pass out prayer cloths than to get the
character of Paul.

One more clue from the apostle: Paul talked a lot more about the Lord
than he did about his strange experiences with the Lord. He never even
mentioned the handkerchief episode; his friend Luke told that story. And
Luke’s purpose in telling it was not to introduce a new healing method but
to demonstrate the superior power of the Lord Jesus Christ over all the
Ephesian evil spirits and their magic.

In spite of the preceding cautions, at times God still does strange things.
Even worse, He may do something both strange and new. Worse still, He
may ask us to do something strange and new. What do we do then?

False Guilt

During a question-and-answer time in a seminar, a lady presented me with
the following problem: She had been praying for a blind lady to receive her
sight. Nothing happened. Then she thought of the time when Jesus spit on
the ground to make mud and put it on the blind man’s eyes. She felt that if
she would do the same, the blind lady would be healed. However, they were
standing on a carpeted floor and there was not any dirt nearby. But the
bigger obstacle was her fear of doing something so socially unacceptable—
putting her spit and dirt in someone’s eyes! Yet Jesus did it. She felt guilty
for having fear. And the guiltier she felt, the more she felt He was leading
her to do it. But was He? Was her hesitation due to her fear of looking
foolish or to uncertainty about the leading? In the end, she didn’t spit and
the blind lady did not see. Now she was being tormented with guilt for not
applying the mud. This unhappy encounter had happened at a conference in
a foreign country, making it impractical for her to go back and pray again
for the blind person using the mud method.

She asked me, “What should I have done? Was the impulse to make
mud with my saliva from the Lord or from myself?”

I told her that I didn’t think it was from the Lord. First, it is natural for
us to think of biblical passages that correspond to our prayers for people.
When I pray for blind people, the mud and spit therapy of John 9:6 almost



always comes to my mind. When I pray for deaf people, I frequently
wonder if I should put my fingers in their ears (see Mark 7:32). Those
thoughts probably come from our familiarity with the Scriptures, not from
specific divine leading. Second, when we are praying unsuccessfully for a
miracle, it is natural for us to search for a reason for our failure. We may
think that we are not following the Bible literally enough, or that we don’t
have enough faith, or that there is sin in our life. Third, the lady did not
have certainty or peace about doing something so distasteful. She was more
worried about missing God’s leading than she was about obeying God; she
would have been happy to obey if she really knew it was God leading her.
Remember that when God commanded the prophets of the Bible to do
something weird, He did it with such clarity that they did not wonder
whether the command came from Him or from their emotions. Fourth, this
lady was relatively new at hearing God’s voice and she was contemplating a
prophetic act beyond her level of faith (see Rom. 12:6). These were the
factors that persuaded me to conclude that her emotions had been leading
her to apply the mud, not God. And because there was no clear
transgression, she did not need to feel guilty.

What should she have done? She could have asked God to give her a
sign that the leading was from Him and not from her emotions. Or she
could have included the blind lady in the decision by saying, “You’ll
probably think this is crazy, and I don’t blame you, but I feel like doing
what Jesus did—making mud with my saliva and putting it on your eyes.
What do you think?” The blind lady might have said, “No way!” or she
might have said, “Well, what have I got to lose? My eyes are no good to me
now anyway. Give it a try.” In this way, she would have been treating the
blind lady as a person and not an experiment.

Who Prophesies on Sunday Morning?

Have you ever gone to church on Sunday morning and heard the leadership
say, “Who would like to give the sermon this morning?” Why haven’t you
ever heard that? Because everyone knows the craziness that would bring
into the church. Yet that is exactly the way some churches practice
prophecy. They have a two to five minute programmed pause after the
worship where anyone may “prophesy.”

In one Sunday night church service of about 2,000 people, during the
programmed pause I heard a man say that the gospel was a fairy tale! The
pastor got up and said, “Our gospel is not a fairy tale.” Everyone cheered.



Later, I was told that the man had a weekend pass from a mental institution.
No real damage was done, but no one was built up or encouraged by his
words. And that is the problem with allowing anyone to prophesy to the
whole church on Sunday morning—it is just not that helpful to the whole
church. Most of the people who speak are not really prophesying, nor do
they have authority to address the whole church. I have watched churches
try to do prophetic ministry in this way for years and have never seen it
build a strong prophetic ministry in the church. This method teaches people
to ignore—or worse—despise prophetic ministry. Why?

We don’t just let anyone give the Sunday morning sermon. Our
expectations for the sermon are too high to just let anyone give a message
to the whole church. The one who teaches us on Sunday morning must have
a certain level of character and a certain level of teaching ability. Why not
set the same standards for those who prophesy to the whole church on
Sunday morning? Raise the bar instead of lowering it. Paul suggests this
when he seems to limit the number of prophets to two or three who may
speak in the meetings (see 1 Cor. 14:29). Sunday morning is the time for the
expression of our most mature gifts. It is not the time where people learn
how to teach or prophesy.

Someone might object that letting only the mature prophets address the
whole church is quenching the Spirit or putting out the fire of the Spirit (see
1 Thess. 5:19). But just the opposite is true. We are trying to ensure that
what is said really does come from the Spirit. I’'m not saying that God
would never give a word to the whole church through an inexperienced
prophet. I’'m just saying that He does not do that normally. Anyone who
thinks he or she has a revelation for the whole church is always free to ask
one of the elders for permission to speak. If the elder thinks it is
appropriate, he or she may allow the person to speak, or one of those
leading the service may give the word.

Restricting Sunday morning prophetic ministry to the most mature
prophets does not mean that we will only have a few prophets in the church.
Paul’s comments in 1 Corinthians 14 lead us to believe that the gift of
prophecy should be widely distributed in the church. He tells us to pursue
spiritual gifts, especially prophecy (see v. 1). Furthermore, the church was
born in prophetic fire, and Peter says that prophetic experiences should be
normal for the church (see Acts 2:17-21). James leads us to believe that the
gift of teaching will be much rarer than the gift of prophecy when he says,



“Not many of you should presume to be teachers . . .” (Jas. 3:1). In my
church, I find this to be exactly the case. We have many more prophets than
teachers.

How do people learn to prophesy if only few can address the whole
body on Sunday morning? They learn in home groups, training classes,
seminars and conferences, small men’s groups, or women’s groups. After
being trained, people can serve on our ministry teams. After each service,
we always have a minimum of nine or ten teams of three who prophesy and
pray for healing.

Some of the most wonderful prophetic words that I know about have
been given on Sunday mornings in an informal way. I was touched by this
one. Two ladies from another city decided to visit our Sunday morning
service. On Saturday, a husband of one of the ladies told her that he didn’t
love her anymore and wanted a divorce. She said it was the worst day of her
life. She still came to our service the next day. One of our young women
saw her across the room and began to hear God speaking to her about the
lady. She went over and introduced herself to the lady and said something
like this: “I think God has been speaking to me about you. He wants you to
know that He really loves you. He’s going to walk with you through the
darkness. He said that it is not your fault, and that He will make this up to
you.” I got an email two days later from one of the ladies. The lady who
had received the word said that it was one of the most encouraging things
that had ever happened to her. She said that she didn’t even get the young
woman’s name who prophesied over her, but it didn’t matter because she
knew that it was Jesus who had spoken.

So, in our church we have three expressions of prophetic ministry on
Sunday morning. Two or three prophets will address the whole church from
the stage. We have about six to eight people who can do this well, but only
two or three do it during the service. At the next level, we have ministry
teams that pray over people at the end of each service. Finally, a number of
our people will give prophetic words one on one informally. This procedure
eliminates some of the craziness unstructured prophetic ministry allows,
and it also helps us to be more accountable for what we say.

Ten Rules for Prophetic Success
If we obey the following 10 rules, we may avoid some unnecessary trouble.
Rule 1: Emphasize the main and the plain, not the rare and the bizarre.
Do this in your Scripture study and in your prophetic ministry.



Rule 2: Don’t do anything strange without a clear leading from God.

Rule 3: Don’t do anything prophetically that is potentially embarrassing
or harmful to another person without his or her permission. If you object,
“Elijah and Elisha did not have to get permission before they did harmful
things,” remember: They were prophesying against God’s enemies. You are
ministering to His children. That is a big difference. Also remember that
you are not Elijah or Elisha. When you get to their level of commitment and
skill, you can have a little more latitude with rule 3.

Rule 4: Repeat after me: “I am not an exception to the rules. I am a
beginner in the school of the prophets.”

Rules 5 through 10: See Rule 4.

Strive to be as normal and unreligious as possible if you want your
message to be received. That was the apostle Paul’s advice (see 1 Cor.
14:23-25). Do things decently and in order, for God is a God of peace (see 1
Cor. 14:33,40). If He wants to violate the peace, fine. But we should work
to keep it.

The next chapter offers some guidelines not only for keeping the peace
but also for obtaining the maximum benefit from our prophetic words.



Chapter Seven
Giving Propnetc viessages

The word “dreams” flashed into my mind as I looked at a lady in the third
row. That was it, just the word “dreams.” I felt that I was supposed to speak
to the lady, but the word was just too general. I needed to improve it. In
front of everyone, I asked her if she had been praying to have dreams. In
front of everyone, she said no.

About five minutes later, she raised her hand. She told us that she had
read one of my books about two weeks previous and had starting having
vivid dreams. She did not have anyone to talk to about what was happening
to her. She asked God to let us meet so that she could ask me about the
meaning of her dreams. She had no idea I was coming to her city. She found
out about the meeting just in time to attend that day.

This was a divine appointment, and the Lord had even given me the
subject of our meeting: her dreams. I almost spoiled it by trying to improve
a general word. I should have simply said to her, “When I looked at you, the
word ‘dreams’ flashed into my mind. Does that mean anything to you?”
Then she could have told her story. How much more powerful that would
have been!

Realizing the Power of a General Word

I failed to appreciate the power of the general word I had been given and
thought I could improve it by making it more specific. I was actually adding
to the revelation I had received. Sometimes we do this because we think
that people value specific words more than general ones, and of course, we
want them to value what we say. Sometimes we are tempted to add a few
specific details to make us appear more powerful. But don’t do it. If the
general word is from the Lord, it will have power. Adding to it will only
dilute or ruin it.

“Leprosy.” The word popped into my mind out of nowhere. But what in
the world could it mean? I was seated at a conference table with 20
Christians. Most were Church leaders, but some were leaders from the
fields of business, entertainment and media. We had decided to close the
meeting by praying for one another when “leprosy” captured my attention. I
asked the Lord what it meant and to whom it applied, but got no answer.

I was sure that the word was from the Lord. There were two men from
Israel sitting at the table, and my best guess was that it applied to one of



them in some way. I thought about asking them, but I felt just the slightest
hesitation to do so. After about 10 minutes, I asked the group, “Does
‘leprosy’ mean anything to anyone here?” No one said anything for a
minute. Then a banker who was also an investor spoke up. He said that he
had recently invested in a leper colony in India. Even though it was a for-
profit investment, it was compassion that moved him to make the
investment that gave a business to a leper colony of over 700 people. Three
of us prayed over the businessman about his investment and some other
things in his life. Later that night I had dinner with him, and he told me that
whole experience was extremely powerful for him. Just the single word
“leprosy” and the prayer following confirmed a direction he was taking in
his business and let him know that the Lord was pleased with him.

Words from the Lord are powerful even when they are general and even
when we have to ask to whom they apply.

Observing the Golden Rule

The greatest Prophet once said, “Bless those who curse you” (Luke 6:28).
The few who actually do that are entrusted with the greatest of God’s
secrets, for God knows that they won’t use His secrets for revenge, but
rather as tools of mercy and love for reshaping damaged lives.

If someone saw a sin in your life, what would you want them to do?
Would you want that person to call it out Sunday morning in front of the
whole church? Would you want that person to tell friends what they had
seen about you? That might make him look like a powerful prophet to
some, but what would it do to you?

Those who want to look like great prophets always end up needlessly
hurting others. Real prophets not only see our secrets, they are also full of
mercy. They know that God first uses kindness to lead us to repentance, and
they follow His example (see Rom. 2:4). Truly great prophets treat people
as they want to be treated (see Luke 6:31). When they have a warning or
blessing for someone, they ponder how to give it so that it will achieve the
maximum benefit to all. And they don’t just consider the way in which to
deliver the message, but the timing of its delivery as well.

Getting the Timing Right
We may have a real revelation with the right interpretation, then deliver the

message without any benefit being realized because we give it at the wrong
time. A wise prophet knows that “a word aptly spoken is like apples of gold



in settings of silver” (Prov. 25:11), a work of art that brings joy to the
speaker and good to the hearer (see Prov. 15:23).

Never give a prophetic word to someone without asking and receiving
the Lord’s permission first. I am often asked, “How do we know if we have
the Lord’s permission to give the word?” The answer is, He will tell us if
we ask Him. Why would God give us a revelation and not instruct us how
to use it? If we had the capacity to receive the revelation, we also have the
capacity to hear what to do with it.

We also need the Lord to show us how to apply the revelation, just as
much as we need Him to give us the revelation and its interpretation. People
are different, and therefore the same truth may need to be applied in
different ways if it is going to benefit the hearer. An application that would
needlessly provoke one person may be just right for another. The Holy
Spirit must illumine each step of the process if we are ever to be a blessing
to anyone.

Sometimes the Lord does not give the prophet an interpretation or
application of a revelation, but He still has him speak the revelation. In this
case, the Lord may be testing the hearts of the hearers to see if they value
His word enough to seek Him for its meaning and application. We have to
be careful not to say more than God has said. If we add anything, we should
distinguish between the revelation and our own opinions regarding its
meaning and application. Our opinion may be valuable, but if we carelessly
lead our hearers to believe it is what God has said, it will probably be
deceptive.

Being Kind
The Lord’s kindness is the standard for all prophetic ministry. When we
give people words from Him, we should make them feel at ease. Smile at
them. Call them by name. Always give prophetic words with tenderness and
humility. We want people to feel the Lord’s kindness and love through us.

Angry, self-righteous, judgmental and accusatory messages rarely do
anyone any good. I know that the Old Testament prophets frequently spoke
angry words from God. These words were spoken to a rebellious people
given over to idolatry or to religious hypocrisy. Jesus reserved His angry
words for self-righteous, hypocritical, religious leaders (see Matt. 23). If
God has an angry message for the Church today, I would expect it to come
the way it has always come: from a humble, broken-hearted prophet who
loves the Church and identifies with its sin, and who moves at the highest



level of revelation (see Dan. 9:4-19). Yet most of the angry “prophetic”
words I hear today flow out of a stream of unhealed anger in the prophet’s
heart.

Give all messages, especially negative ones, with gentleness and tact.
Don’t just blurt out to a husband that his pride, selfishness, insensitivity and
blindness will ruin his marriage. He won’t receive it. He’ll think you are
just attacking him, taking his wife’s side. Instead, say something like, “I
know that your wife is angry and depressed. But I can see the devil is using
her unhappiness to set a trap for you. He’s going to try to make you think
that you have nothing to do with her unhappiness, that all the serious
problems in your marriage are really her fault. If you fall into the trap,
you’ll end up miserable for life or divorced. I think the Lord has shown me
how you can escape the trap, if you care to hear it.” A message shaped liked
this has a chance of being heard and saving a marriage.

All prophets would do well to ask the Holy Spirit to write the following
proverbs on their hearts:

A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger

(Prov. 15:1).

Through patience a ruler can be persuaded, and a gentle tongue can

break a bone (Prov. 25:15).

If we frame our messages tactfully and avoid frontal attacks on a
person’s character, our words are more likely to find a home in the hearts of
our hearers.

Interceding

In the center of heaven, there are hundreds of millions of angels. In the
midst of the angels are 24 thrones with 24 elders sitting on them. In the
midst of the thrones are four living creatures flying around a single throne,
which is encircled by an emerald rainbow. In the center of that throne, in the
very center of heaven, sits the Lord Jesus Christ. The whole heavenly
entourage gazes on the beauty of that glorious Person and sings His praises
nonstop (see Rev. 4-5). What is He doing?

He does not let the splendor of angelic adoration distract Him from His
main task. Hour after hour, He labors in prayer for you and for me and for
all those He is drawing to His Father (see Heb. 7:25). The greatest Prophet
is also the greatest Priest, and though He is all-knowing and all-powerful,
He is still praying.



Following in the Spirit of Jesus, great prophets have always been great
interceders. If we truly want our prophetic word to draw our hearers to God,
then we should pray for them after we deliver the message.

Intercession is hard work. Actually, it is easier to do anything other than
praying. But it may be our prayers, not our message, that the Lord uses to
help the person. It is not our job to make the person accept the word, nor is
it our job to make the word come to pass. After Isaiah delivered one of his
most difficult messages of judgment, he said, “I will wait for the LorD, who
is hiding his face from the house of Jacob. I will put my trust in him” (Isa.
8:17). Follow Isaiah’s example, wait for the Lord and put your trust in Him
so that you won’t succumb to the Rejected Prophet Syndrome.

Withholding Words

Daniel was not only a prophet, he was a wise prophet (see Ezek. 28:3).
When he received one of his most spectacular and troubling visions, he kept
it to himself (see Dan. 7:28). He did not need to prove that he was a
spectacular prophet by sharing the vision, even among his intimate circle.
He did not get upset when God gave him a vision and then refused to let
him share it. He knew the reward was the same for sharing or withholding
revelation, as long as either was done in obedience to the Lord.

The discipline to be silent when God is silent or when He has withheld
permission to speak is a sign of prophetic maturity. God does not reveal His
secrets to blabbermouths but to those who fear Him (see Ps. 25:14). In
heaven, a prophet may be known more for what he does not say than for
what he does say. No one gets to the highest level of prophetic ministry
without mastering the skill of prophetic restraint. These are the prophets
who can be trusted with revelation that is not yet ripe for sharing, that must
be “sealed” for a later use (see Isa. 8:16; 29:11; Dan. 8:26; 12:4,9). These
are the prophets to whom God can show great secrets, then trust them never
to repeat what they heard or saw to anyone (see 2 Cor. 12:4; Rev. 10:4).
These are the trusted friends of God who have His interests at heart, not
their own.

Why would God show a prophet something and not give him
permission to share it? Perhaps He is calling the prophet to intercede
instead of prophesy. In fact, unless the Lord says otherwise, every revelation
is also a call to prayer. Maybe the timing for the message is not yet right.
Sometimes the Lord gives a message in stages, and the prophet who speaks
a partial message as if it were the whole message may lead someone astray.



It is also possible that we may see accurately what someone is planning
to do, but not what God actually wants that person to do. If we speak
without God’s permission, we may confirm man’s plans rather than God’s.
In that case, we will have become part of the deception instead of part of
the deliverance.

Saying “Thus Says the Lord”

Should you introduce your prophetic message by saying, “Thus says the
Lord”? The Old Testament prophets frequently did. The New Testament
counterpart is, “The Holy Spirit says” (Acts 21:11). When the prophets used
this phrase, they were claiming to speak the precise words of God, not their
interpretations or applications of the revelation they had received. “Thus
says the Lord” allowed no debate. It meant, “This is exactly what God has
said. The matter is settled.” The prophets who used this phrase were not
usually speaking words of personal prophecy. They had been given divine
authority to speak God’s words over nations. They had proven character
and track records. Most were persecuted, and some became martyrs. In my
opinion, we should be quick to copy their passion for God and slower to use
their vocabulary.

When we say “thus says the Lord” to someone, we have left the person
no room to disagree. He or she may feel controlled or manipulated because
it is intuitively obvious, even if they can’t express it, that we don’t have the
same authority as the prophets who spoke over nations. I am not saying that
it is always wrong to use “thus says the Lord,” just that most of us using it
do not have the authority to use it. Even the prophets I know who have the
most authority rarely use the phrase.

On the other hand, I know good prophets who disagree with me on this
issue. They use the phrase constantly when they prophesy. And I’m not
going to let their style of prophesying cause me to lose the blessing of their
friendship or ministry.

Grandiose Prophecies
A trend that I have noticed among some gifted prophets is to consistently
couch prophetic words in grandiose terms. In a recent church service, I
heard a very experienced prophetess tell a lady that God would use her “to
change nations.” Perhaps that was true, but I felt uneasy about it. Of course,
any of us who pray regularly for nations may play a part in changing them.
But I don’t think that is the way the lady or the church received the word.



“Change the nations” calls to mind the apostle Paul, not a faithful prayer
warrior on her knees.

A consistent diet of grandiose prophecies produces sickness in the
Church for several reasons. First, there simply have never been that many
people of Paul’s stature in the Church. After a while, when we see all these
words falling to the ground, we may start ignoring prophetic words or,
worse, despising them. Second, an inflated word can have an inflating effect
on the person who receives it. I’ve seen this happen more than once (see the
story at the beginning of chapter 8). Third, when we tell people that they are
going to do something incredible or that they have incredible character, we
may be leading them to believe that their significance lies in their
performance or character. This is what the devil wants us to believe, and it
is what makes his accusing ministry so successful (see Rev. 12:10). The real
reason why we are significant is because an Infinite, Perfect Person loves
us. According to Paul, our stability comes from experiencing His infinite
love (see Eph. 3:14-21). Remember that “the testimony of Jesus is the spirit
of prophecy” (Rev. 19:10). Therefore, we want all our prophetic words
directing people to His greatness, not our greatness.

Prophetic Authority

Prophetic words are always subject to the authority of Scripture. In the Old
Testament, even if a prophetic word came true and was confirmed by
miraculous signs, it was not to be followed if it contradicted the teaching of
Scripture (see Deut. 13:1-5). During Isaiah’s time, people consulted
mediums and spiritists. Isaiah set forth a standard to distinguish the true
prophet from the false: “To the law and to the testimony! If they do not
speak according to this word, they have no light of dawn” (Isa. 8:20).

Paul addressed the same problem in Corinth, where some claimed that
they were led to ignore his teaching due to their own prophetic inspiration.
He wrote, “If anybody thinks he is a prophet or spiritually gifted, let him
acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the Lord’s command” (1 Cor.
14:37). The authority of Scripture is universal, for all people and for all
times. Personal revelation, on the other hand, is only for the people to
whom it is given and only for that particular time.

How much authority should we assign to personal prophetic words?
Should we expect someone to base a decision on a prophetic word that we
have given? Jeremiah certainly expected the people to base their decision
on his prophetic word. When the people asked him whether they should



stay in Judah or flee to Egypt, he said the Lord would only protect them if
they stayed in Judah (see Jer. 42). The people did not listen, and most of
them died under judgment in Egypt. But we would be wrong to use
Jeremiah or any of the Old Testament prophets as our normal model for the
authority of today’s personal prophetic words.

Here’s why: The Old Testament examples of prophetic ministry do not
include very many instances of prophets giving “personal” words. Almost
all the examples deal with prophets giving corporate words. Even the
prophets’ personal words to the king were actually corporate words,
because their purpose was to help the king guide the nation. And it would
be an error to use corporate examples as a model for personal words. In a
corporate word, the prophets represented the voice of God to a nation that
acknowledged Him as their only ruler. In the example above, Jeremiah was
not speaking to an individual to give him some guidance about where he
should live; he was speaking to the remnant of the rebellious nation, telling
them the only way God would allow their survival.

God used the prophets to say things that neither the king nor the nation
wanted to believe. In order to help the people believe, He established the
prophets’ authority in unforgettable ways. He came down in a cloud to
speak with Moses in front of all the people (see Exod. 19:9). He caused the
waters of the Jordan to stop and stand up in a heap so that the people would
follow Joshua into the Promised Land (see Josh. 3:7-17). He gave
extraordinary accuracy to Samuel so that none of his words fell to the
ground (see 1 Sam. 3:19). He confirmed Elijah’s words by withholding rain
for three and a half years and by granting him the power to call down fire
from heaven (see 1 Kings 17:1; 18:36-38). Divine visitations, signs from
nature, great accuracy, miracles and other supernatural experiences were the
calling cards of the Old Testament prophets.

When Jesus came, He gave this authority to the apostles, not to the
prophets. The authority structure of the Church differs from that of the
nation Israel. The apostles, not prophets, have translocal authority in the
Body of Christ. The New Testament apostles gave corporate words to the
whole Church. God revealed to each apostle where his sphere of authority
lay, and the Church recognized that authority. Peter had authority among the
Jews. Paul’s sphere was among the Gentiles. New Testament prophets
differed from their Old Testament counterparts by having a much greater
ministry in personal rather than corporate words. Prophets in the Church



speak to individuals for their comfort, encouragement and strengthening
(see Acts 15:32; 1 Cor. 14:3). They can also give corporate words (see Acts
11:27-30), but the New Testament emphasizes their ministry to individuals.

On the local level, the elders of individual churches, not the prophets,
have authority. Most New Testament prophets are not elders or leaders. Paul
wrote that it is “the elders who direct the affairs of the church” (1 Tim.
5:17). And here is a critical point: All New Testament authority is given to
direct the dffairs of the Church, not people’s personal lives. When the
leaders of a church or a Christian movement start to exert authority over the
personal lives of their followers, they are on the road that leads to a cult.
Neither prophets nor pastors should be making our personal decisions for
us.

Jesus has given us a more intimate relationship to the Father than the
saints of the Old Testament were able to experience. The normal experience
for us is to hear His voice (see John 10:4). We have the Holy Spirit to lead
us (see Rom. 8:14). He expects us to hear from the Spirit regarding our
personal decisions. This does not mean that prophets cannot help. They can
support, confirm or clarify what we think the Lord is saying to us. They can
cause us to pray about directions we had not thought about. But they should
never cause us to give up our privilege of hearing God’s voice for
ourselves. We should never act solely on someone else’s light. God will
hold each of us accountable for our decisions. He will never allow us to
excuse our bad decisions by saying, “It was that prophet You gave me!”

This does not mean that New Testament prophets do not speak powerful
and authoritative words. In fact, at the end of the age there will be a
prophetic revival. The two most powerful prophets are yet to come, and
their authority will be established like that of the prophets of old (see Rev.
11:3-12). Even now, there are indications that God is preparing the Church
to receive a higher level of prophetic ministry.

Respecting Pastoral Authority

Recently I met a young man at a conference who was kind, sincere and
prophetically gifted. He felt his church had fallen into a rut and that the
Lord had shown him the way out. He told the pastor that he should shut the
church down for a month so that they could all really learn how to do
church. He could not understand why the pastor rejected him and his word.

I have no doubt that the young man saw some wrong patterns of
ministry in his church, but his failure to respect the authority of his pastor



undermined the effectiveness of any message he might have heard from the
Lord. How did he fail to respect pastoral authority? First, he gave a major
correction without tact. He gave no thought to the impact of his message on
the pastor. He did not realize that he was telling his pastor that his entire
previous ministry at the church was severely flawed. This was not a proper
way to approach someone who had been given not only authority to direct
the affairs of the church (see 1 Tim. 5:17), but also authority to watch over
the young man’s soul (see Heb. 13:17).

Second, he gave a message he had no authority to give. Messages that
involve radical redirection of a ministry are usually entrusted to prophets
who have a proven supernatural track record and acknowledged divine
authority. The young man had neither. The beginner prophet was a
successful businessman who had never received any ministerial or
prophetic training. I asked how he would like it if someone with no
business experience told him to shut down his business for a month so that
he could really learn how to do business. He got the picture, but he got it
too late. The damage already had been done.

And yet he is a good man with a real gift, able to take correction. I
would love to have him in my church to train him and put him to work. He
just needs a better understanding of God’s authority.

The purpose of divine authority is different from earthly authority: It is
given to lead people into a deeper intimacy with Jesus, not to control them.
Unlike earthly authority, it is given differently. Divine authority eludes
those who seek it, leaves those who abuse it and rests on those who rest in
the Word.



Chapter Eight
Deceptons, pemons and

False Prophets

We were spellbound. How could this guy know the secrets of our hearts
without ever having met us? There were 12 of us sitting in a circle. Most of
us were pastors. Only one was a prophet. He prophesied over three of us in
succession with perfect accuracy about our past and present, and then told
us about our future. We believed him. Turning to a fourth one, he said that
in the last days the believing Church in America would be divided into 12
tribes and that these 12 tribes would have great power. Looking straight at
the pastor, he said, “And you are going to be the leader of one of these 12
tribes.”

I should have known immediately that this was wrong. Not because the
pastor had only about 40 people in his church. Not because he did not move
in any of the supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit. And not because he
lacked the relational skills to lead great numbers. But because when he
heard the prophecy, he smiled a welcoming smile. If he had possessed the
heart for such a calling, he would have trembled instead.

The prophecy had immediate destructive effects in the pastor’s life, the
least of which was that it made him think more highly of himself than he
should have. After all, had not the Lord said that he would rule over a tribe
in the last days?

A year later, in the inevitable descent toward disaster, the pastor asked
the prophet why things were plummeting. To his credit, the prophet told the
pastor he had been wrong in his prophecy. Well, sort of. What he actually
said was, “I’m laying down the prophecies I gave about movements last
year.”

Why would a pastor believe a wrong prophecy about himself? As I got
to know this pastor, I formed my own opinion of why he believed this one:
Buried in his soul was a deception that organized his values and practices,
acting as a filter to interpret much of his experience. The deception was that
he would find significance in this life only by becoming a great leader in
the Church, or, more accurately, by being recognized as a great leader by
the Church. The prophecy had agreed with the deception, and had moved
right into a home already furnished for it.



How could such a gifted prophet miss it so badly? Did his error mean he
was a false prophet? Before we can answer these questions, we need to
consider the broader context of counterfeit ministry.

The Counterfeit Ministry

The devil cannot create. Only God can create. Therefore, in his fight against
God, one of the devil’s main strategies is to deceive people by
counterfeiting what God does. Does the Lord speak to His people and lead
them? So does the devil. Does the Lord give wisdom to His people? The
devil has his own wisdom, which he attempts to impart to the Church (see
Jas. 3:15). Does the Holy Spirit speak to us about our sin and convict us
(see John 16:8)? So does the devil. But instead of convicting, which might
lead to hope, he accuses and condemns, which leads to despair (see Rev.
12:10).

The devil has false christs and false apostles whom he empowers to do
counterfeit signs, wonders and miracles (see Matt. 24:24; 2 Cor. 11:13-15; 2
Thess. 2:9; Rev. 16:14). He has false prophets to whom he may impart a
“lying spirit” to deceive a king (see 1 Kings 22:21) or through whom he
may impart a “spirit of divination” to predict the future with some degree of
accuracy (see Acts 16:16). He can provide a counterfeit anointing (see 1
John 2:27) that provides false teachers and false elders with false humility,
false knowledge and false doctrines (see Acts 20:29-31; Col. 2:18,23; 1
Tim. 6:3-5; 2 Pet. 2:1-3,20).

These teachers and elders “abandon the faith and follow deceiving
spirits and things taught by demons” (1 Tim. 4:1). In this way, the devil can
introduce demonic doctrines into the Church. The devil also sends false
brothers into the Church to steal the children’s bread and betray its leaders
(see 2 Cor. 11:26). The devil will attempt to counterfeit everything God
does, even the gifts God has given to the Church.

Why does Satan want to substitute false ministry for the real ministry of
the Holy Spirit? First, he knows there are many religious people who would
never knowingly follow evil. Therefore, he produces an appealing
counterfeit to lead the religious away from the truth. Those who are drawn
to the counterfeit ministry still think they are serving God. In fact, they
think the true worshipers are the ones who are deceived. Second, if the devil
can infiltrate the Church with false ministers and doctrines, he can cause
division that weakens the purity and power of the Church. Third, by
empowering counterfeit ministers with false gifts, the devil makes the



Church afraid of real supernatural gifts and those who use them. He has
been so successful with this strategy that part of the Church has more
confidence in Satan’s ability to deceive them than in Jesus’ ability to lead
them.

False Prophets

False prophets have power. They can predict the future and perform signs
and wonders (see Jer. 23:10; Isa. 44:25; Matt. 7:21-23; 24:24). They seek to
undermine true prophets, and when an opening comes, they persecute them
(see Jer. 23:1-17; 1 John 4:6). False prophets tell people wonderful things
are coming when true prophets have decreed judgment (see Jer. 23). They
live in and promote immorality among God’s people (see Jer. 23:14; Rev.
2:14, 20-23). They deny foundational truths of the faith (see 2 Pet. 2:1-3).
But the core element, the defining characteristic of false prophets, is that
they use their power to lead people away from the true God to false gods
(see Deut. 13:1-5; Jer. 23:13; Acts 13:6-8).

A false prophet is not a prophet who makes a mistake in a prediction.
Deuteronomy 18:15-22 is used by some to teach that if a prophet made a
mistake, he was considered a false prophet and stoned. But the text from
Deuteronomy is not about prophets in general. In verse 15, Moses predicts,
“The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among
your own brothers.” The key to understanding the prophecy is the phrase
“like me.” Moses was unique among all the prophets (see Num. 12:6-8;
Deut. 34:10-12). As mediator of the Old Covenant, Moses stood between
the people and God, as a representative of both. When he told the Israelites
that God would give them “a prophet like me,” he was referring to the
Messiah, and this is exactly how the New Testament understood the
prophecy (see Acts 3:17-26; 7:37). The false prophet of Deuteronomy 18:20
was to be put to death not because he made a mistake, but because he
presumed to be like Moses, all the while attempting to lead the people to
other gods.

Furthermore, there is no other text in the Old Testament that supports
the idea that a prophet was executed for a mistake, and no example of the
people ever applying Deuteronomy 18:15-22 in this way. On the contrary,
when Nathan made a mistake by speaking in the name of the Lord to David
and telling him to go ahead with his plans to build the Temple, God simply
corrected Nathan. No one called him a false prophet or attempted to stone
him (see 2 Sam. 7:1-17).



Jesus said that we recognize a false prophet by the fruit of his ministry,
not by his power, his miracles or his accuracy (see Matt. 7:15-23). And if
New Testament prophets could not make mistakes, why did Paul command
the Church to judge prophetic words (see 1 Cor. 14:29, NASB)?

Two contemporary theologians, both of whom I admire, have an
ongoing debate. One uses the Bible to prove that the supernatural gifts of
the Holy Spirit have passed away. The other uses the Bible to prove that
they are still being given today. Both speak their views publicly in the name
of the Lord. Since they are teaching contrary doctrines, one of them has to
be teaching false doctrine, but no one I know would ever consider calling
either one of them a false teacher. All teachers, pastors and evangelists
make mistakes. Even the apostle Peter made such a serious mistake that he
led the believers in Antioch into hypocrisy, and Paul had to rebuke him
publicly (see Gal. 2:11-21). Why can’t we show prophets the same mercy?
Why should prophetic ministry be the only ministry that is not allowed a
single mistake, and prophets the only ones not allowed to grow in grace?

New Testament Categories of Prophets

The common tendency is to think of all prophetic ministry as either false or
true. This is a mistake we compound by making one of the stellar prophets
of the Bible, such as Isaiah or Elijah, the model for all prophetic ministry
today. The stellar prophets do not represent average prophetic ministry. The
average is found in the schools of anonymous prophets in the Old
Testament and in the gift of prophecy given to ordinary believers in the
New Testament. What if we made the apostle Paul the model for all
teaching and refused to accept anyone as a teacher in the Church today
unless he or she could stand shoulder to shoulder with Paul? If we were to
set such a standard, we would conclude that there are no teachers in the
Church today.

[ am not saying that we should not have high goals. The life and
ministry of Jesus should be our goal, as well as the lives and ministries of
His greatest servants. But if we take the greatest in any category of ministry
and say this is the standard by which we judge whether a ministry is true or
false, we will have to conclude that most ministries are false.

Two of my goals are to love Jesus like the apostle John and to teach like
the apostle Paul. I am a long way from both of those goals. It is likely that I
will never even get close to fulfilling them. That does not mean that the
love I do have for Jesus is not real or that my gift of teaching is counterfeit.



When evaluating New Testament prophets, we should be thinking in
New Testament terms. For example, Paul described some Christians as
“spiritual” and others as “carnal” (1 Cor. 3:3, KJV), “fleshly” (NASB) or
“worldly” (NIV). Spiritual believers are those who so consistently walked
with Christ that their lives reflect the fruit of the Spirit (see Gal. 5:22-23).
The carnal believer, on the other hand, has had enough time to become
spiritual but has remained immature because he has refused correction. He
is better at blaming than repenting. There are also believers who are
immature simply because they are new Christians who haven’t had the time
to mature.

Why not think of prophets in these same categories? There is the
spiritual prophet who is mature in his gifting and his character. There is the
immature but growing prophet whose character and gifting are improving.
There is the carnal prophet who may be very gifted, but whose character
deficiencies produce more strife than the fruit of the Spirit. In terms of
gifting, the immature prophet and the carnal prophet may look similar; it is
only by the spiritual gift of discernment or by evaluating their ministries
over time that we can distinguish between them.

Finally, there is the false prophet who has a supernatural gift but is not
born again, and who uses his gifting to lead people away from the Lord.
Jesus warned that at the end of the age “many false prophets will appear
and deceive many people” (Matt. 24:11) and that they will have
extraordinary, supernatural power (see Matt. 24:24). It is possible that the
New Age movement is the beginning of the fulfillment of Jesus’ warning.
So far, I have not encountered many false prophets within the Church. I find
carnal prophets to be a much greater problem in the Church than false
prophets, but as prophetic ministry becomes more established, we should
expect to see more prophetic counterfeits. This will be a sign that the end of
the age is drawing near.

Recognizing False Prophets

How do we recognize the counterfeit? Jude 4-19 is perhaps the best single
passage that describes false ministers. At the top of Jude’s list is that they
“deny Jesus Christ” (v. 4). Their motives for ministry can be found in “the
way of Cain,” which is anger and rejection; in “Balaam’s error,” which is
greed and immorality; or in “Korah’s rebellion,” which is envy of God’s
anointed leaders (v. 11). False prophets’ ministries are characterized by
immorality, rejection of authority, selfishness, manipulation, grumbling,



faultfinding, flattery, empty boasting and the disappointment of all who
trust them. They are unregenerate, for they “do not have the Spirit” (v. 19).
Jude’s description fits not only false prophets but also false apostles,
teachers and elders.

In order to identify the counterfeit with certainty, look for two things to
occur in combination. First, the counterfeit ministry denies the written Word
of God. The denial doesn’t involve a debatable matter of interpretation, but
rather a foundational doctrine of the Bible. Second, because the devil
cannot produce the fruit of the Spirit, the false minister is devoid of spiritual
life and fruit. You might think that from this fruitlessness and lifelessness it
is easy to identify false prophets, but it isn’t.

False ministers are deceptive about what they believe. They are also
winsome in their deception. What makes it even more difficult is that they
have a degree of power that seems to validate them. With that combination,
they build a base of support before they reveal their true character and
beliefs. Jesus warned us that their deceptive power would be so great in the
last days that they could “even deceive the elect—if that were possible”
(Matt. 24:24). The best way to spot their false anointing is with the
discernment that comes from the true anointing. We have been given the
Holy Spirit “that we may understand what God has freely given us” (1 Cor.
2:13) and that we may reject the counterfeit gifts of the devil. In particular,
the Lord has given some in the Body the gift of “distinguishing between
spirits” (1 Cor. 12:10). They can discern the difference between the work of
the Holy Spirit, demonic spirits and simply human spirits.

In light of the previous discussion, we must conclude that the prophet at
the beginning of this chapter who gave the mistaken prophecy was not a
false prophet. He did not deny foundational doctrines and was not leading
people away from God to other gods and into immorality. Still, how could
he be so stunningly accurate with three people in a row and miss it so badly
with the fourth?

Open Doors for Demonic Deception

Can an evil spirit deceive a true prophet? Without getting into the debate of
whether or not a Christian can be demonized, let me list some ways in
which any believer can be influenced by demons. The Bible teaches that
prolonged, voluntary sin in one of the following areas will give the devil a

place of influence in our lives:
1. Anger and unforgiveness (see Eph. 4:26-27; 2 Cor. 2:9-11)



2. Lust, sexual immorality or perversion (see 1 Cor. 5:5)
. Hatred and violence (see Luke 9:54-56 [KJV]; John 8:44)
4. Envy, jealousy and selfish ambition (see Jas. 3:13-18; 1 Sam.
18:8-11)
5. Occult practices (see Lev. 19:31; Deut. 18:9-13; Acts 16:17-18)
6. Idolatry or greed (see 1 Cor. 10:20; Rev. 9:20; 1 Tim. 6:9; Col.
3:5)

7. Blasphemy (see 1 Tim. 1:20)

When a prophet holds any of these within his heart, demonic powers
have a chance to distort his genuine revelatory insights or even to give him
a counterfeit revelation.

Was the prophet deceived by a demon when he gave the pastor that
wrong prophecy? I don’t think so. There are other sources of deception
besides evil spirits, and I believe the answer lies there.

Prophetic Contamination from Ourselves

We don’t need a devil to be deceived. Our own hearts are “deceitful above
all things and beyond cure” (Jer. 17:9). We are prone to lie to ourselves.
And remember, when we are trying to hear from God, we are always
dealing with three levels: revelation, interpretation and application. We may
mistake our own thoughts for God’s revelation, or we may have a true
revelation and give it a wrong interpretation or application.

What contaminates this process? The Lord promises to give us the
desires of our heart as long as we delight in Him (see Ps. 37:4). When we
delight in something more than Him, our desires lead us astray. Paul
expressed this principle in Romans 8:5: “Those who live according to the
sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who
live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit
desires.” The normal state of growing Christians is to set their minds on
God, delighting in Him. But when a lapse occurs, our desires become our
enemies. They deceive us (see Eph. 4:22), corrupt us (see 2 Pet. 1:4) and
“choke the word, making it unfruitful” (Mark 4:19). A wrong desire can
contaminate the process of discerning God’s voice.

One of the deadliest desires is the desire for prominence. This desire can
make it impossible to hear the voice of God (see John 5:37,44). Sinful
attitudes such as fear and judgmentalism also obscure revelation. For
example, when I judge my brother or sister, my vision can get blurred to the
extent that I no longer see the enormity of my own sin (see Matt. 7:3-5). If a
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prophet has a negative dream or vision about a believer with whom he is
angry, he should jettison it along with the other soulish garbage that is
polluting his revelatory gift (see Jas. 1:20).

Sometimes a prophet goes through a season in which he expends greater
effort in cultivating his gift than in cultivating a close friendship with the
Lord. Instead of pursuing a relationship, he is perfecting a ministry. Of
course, this also happens to pastors, teachers and evangelists. The results
are predictable: Not only do we lose joy and peace in our personal lives, but
ironically, we also lose power in our ministry. In the case of the prophet,
this means a loss or contamination of revelation.

No one is exempt from cultural influences. This is another source of
contamination. Sometimes unconscious cultural beliefs affect what a
prophet thinks God may be saying. Or he may be so impressed by the latest
theological theory floating around that he tries to accommodate what he is
hearing from the Holy Spirit with the new theory.

And there is always, always the pressure of the people. It is so difficult
for some prophets to resist the temptation to please people, especially when
a prophet regards the person standing before him as important or influential.
I have seen mature prophets drop everything and rush to the powerful,
assuming that an invitation from the powerful one is the same as an
invitation from the All-Powerful One, only to return disappointed. The
great prophets of the Bible were not impressed by the kings who ruled the
earth, but rather by the King who rules heaven and earth.

The prophet who was so accurate with me but so wrong with the other
pastor had, I believe, fallen into the trap of pleasing the powerful. Not that
he thought the pastor sitting before him was all that powerful, but he
thought the pastor was well connected to some who were. If he impressed
the pastor, maybe the pastor would use his influence to improve the
prophet’s connections. Perhaps this was not the cause for the error. But
there has to be some cause, and after thinking about it for a long time, this
is the explanation that makes the most sense to me.

The apostle Paul summed it up like this: “If I were still trying to please
men, I would not be a servant of Christ” (Gal. 1:10). Paul knew that one of
the quickest ways to fall into deception was to try harder to please men than
to please God.

How do prophets avoid deception? The same way as all other believers:
by trying to please God rather than men, by delighting in Him above



everything else and by loving Him more than all else, especially more than
our ministries.



Chapter Nine
OWING 111 YOU
Prophetic Gift

Standing on a stage in front of a thousand people, I was about to be
humiliated. I never saw it coming. Instead, I saw a glorious revelation that
would set someone free from years of pain. The revelation turned out to be
from God, but so did the humiliation.

A denominational church had invited me to speak two nights in a row,
the first night on hearing God and the next on healing. This was a little bit
of a stretch for the church because I was not a member of that denomination
and because hearing God and healing were controversial topics within that
denomination.

I took an accomplished prophet with me. The message on hearing God
went well. Then came the demonstration time. (You can’t just talk about
God speaking without giving Him an opportunity to speak and the people
an opportunity to hear.) We all bowed our heads and waited silently. I
received a strong impression and decided to go first. I pointed to the back of
a full auditorium and said, “There is someone in the back and on my right
who has migraine headaches. Actually, you’re having one right now. If
you’ll come down to the front, I think the Lord will heal you.”

My mind pulsed with confidence. I was so at ease because I was sure
this was from the Lord and that He would heal the person. The seconds
ticked by and nobody moved. I repeated the word. Still nobody moved. As
my confidence evaporated, beads of sweat formed on my temple. The
people were giving me those pained looks of pity that said, Oh, the poor
teacher. He was doing so well until he tried to be a prophet.

Somewhere between the beads of sweat and the looks of pity, my mind
shut down. I was reduced to a dummy, standing on the stage beside a real
prophet. My prophet friend, Phil Elston, had mercy on me. He pointed to
five men in the second row and said, “Do you know what you five men
have in common? You’re all pastors. And you’re from a denomination that
wouldn’t approve of your being in a meeting like this.”

It was true. Phil went on to deliver a prophetic message to these five
men he had never seen before. The audience was astonished. They forgot
about my failure as they listened to Phil tell them the secrets of their hearts.



After the meeting, I was standing down at the front, praying for people.
A young man who was about 20 years old came up to me and said, “That
was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen!”

“What thing?” I asked.

“You pointed right at me where I was sitting in the back row and said,
‘Someone back there has migraines and you’re having one right now.” You
were pointing right at me! I’ve had migraines for several years, and I was
having one right then. How could you have known?”

“Wait a minute. You saw me pointing right at you and you didn’t come
down like I asked? Why not?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been in a meeting like this, with all these
people. I guess I was just too scared.”

“What happened to your migraine?” I asked.

“That’s the other amazing thing. As soon as I started walking toward
you, it left. They never just go away like that. I think I’'m healed!”

Accepting the Lord’s Discipline

I was right about the migraines, but to all the people, it looked as if I had
failed. I was coming back the next night, so I could set the record straight if
I wanted. Should I? What would my motives be in setting the record
straight? To bring glory to God or to me? To redeem His reputation or
mine?

What if God were the One who had orchestrated my apparent failure?
What if it were a test of my heart to reveal my motives for serving Him?
What if the Lord was disciplining a son He loves (see Heb. 12:6)? If I
refused to accept the discipline, I would just have to take the same test over
again. There is nothing like a little public humiliation to purify your
motives for ministry. I know because I have experienced humiliation ever
since I began to pursue prophetic ministry.

No prophet, even the most anointed, ever outgrows the need for a little
humiliation now and then. Paul knew that sometimes God might even let
the apostles look as though they had failed the test, when in fact they had
passed it (see 2 Cor. 13:7).

Another discipline all prophetic people have to endure is the “day of
small things” (see Zech. 4:10). Every prophet would like to be able to tell
people the most intimate secrets of their hearts, but most start out with
general words. Nobody starts out as a prophet to the nations. This does not
mean God never uses a beginner, but it’s important to remember that one



general word that really is from God and given at the right time has more
power than the most profound human insight. Don’t despise your humble
beginnings. Pursue the Lord more than your ministry, and your future will
be prosperous (see Job 8:5-7).
Praying, Practicing and Risking

Are you satisfied with the level of gifting in your ministry? If not,
remember what James said: “You do not have, because you do not ask God”
(Jas. 4:2). Pray every day for God to train you in the use of your prophetic
gift. Ask Him to increase the accuracy of your gift. Ask Him for specific
things regarding your prophetic ministry so that you will have a way of
measuring whether you are growing in prophecy. Pray for opportunities to
use your gift.

Always remember to pray more for the purifying of your character than
for the perfecting of your gift. It takes more than a great gift to render great
service to God; it takes a great heart. Remember Samson. He did not have
the heart to bear his extraordinary physical strength. In the end, he lost his
strength and his heart to a temptress. Likewise, I have seen prophets fall to
the tempter because they did not have the character to bear their gifts. God
gives us gifts, but He requires that we develop the strength of character to
use those gifts to serve Him and not ourselves.

Ask the Lord to send you mentors to help you with your gifting and
your character. He has answered this prayer for me by sending me various
mentors at different stages of my development, and I cannot exaggerate the
important role they have played in my growth. Ask the Lord to make you a
mentor to others (see 2 Tim. 2:2), for in teaching and training others, you
will grow, too.

You can’t grow in anything unless you practice. Mature prophets are
those “who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good
and evil” (Heb. 5:14, NASB). The only good athlete you will ever see is a
bad one who refused to give up. Like that athlete, keep practicing until you
acquire the skill you need.

One prophetic friend of mine, Steve Thompson, asks the Lord to speak
to him about strangers while he’s standing in lines at the bank or grocery
store. If he thinks the Lord has spoken to him about a bank teller, he tests it
immediately. He asks a harmless, friendly question: “You don’t have a sister
named Darla, do you?”

“No, why do you ask?”



“Oh, I must have confused you with someone else.” No problem. No
one but Steve knows he missed it.

But with Steve it’s more likely for her to say, “Yes. How did you
know?” Now there is a problem, because the practice session has just
ended, and Steve has to assume that the Lord really wants to say something
to this lady. The risk begins, for both of them.

No prophetic word can be judged until it is spoken. But we are such
perfectionists. When we were little children, adults told us, “Anything
worth doing is worth doing right.” They meant well, but they should have
told us that we would never do it right without first doing it poorly.

We ask to get the gift, and that takes faith.

We practice to grow in the gift, and that takes discipline.

We risk to bless someone, and that takes courage.

Or we could just play it safe. But then we will never know if we can use
the gift when it really counts.

Pray, practice, risk and find a prophetic community in which you may
do all these things.

Prophetic Community

According to the Old Testament, there were schools of prophets. Proverbs
13:20 explains why: “He who walks with the wise grows wise, but a
companion of fools suffers harm.” If we are going to be like the people with
whom we choose to fellowship, it follows that we should select our friends
wisely. This is what the Old Testament prophets did, for “as iron sharpens
iron, so one man sharpens another” (Prov. 27:17). Being around other
prophets stimulates us to ask questions, causes us to rethink our own
experience, allows us to benefit from the experience of those who are more
mature, gives us faith to grow in our gifting and motivates us to search the
Scriptures more diligently.

The best prophetic community was not the Old Testament schools of
prophets but the New Testament church in Antioch, which had both
prophets and teachers ministering together (see Acts 13:1-3). Teachers and
prophets can benefit from each other’s strengths and strengthen each other’s
weaknesses. The difficulty is finding a church like the one in Antioch. Right
now there are not many prophetic churches, schools or conferences, but
there are some that are excellent. It is definitely worth a diligent search to
discover them, for the right prophetic environment helps us keep our focus



on Jesus and love one another, and it protects us from deception. The right
prophetic community also helps us learn from our inevitable failures.
Learning from Failure

It has been said that nothing succeeds like success, but wise people know
that nothing teaches like failure. In every failure, there is a new lesson to be
learned.

The best way not to learn from failure is to blame someone else for it.
Maybe it was their incompetence or lack of character, but what about our
incompetence and our lack of character? Maybe the failure lies with us and
not others. Personally, I am learning more these days from my own failures
and the failures of those close to me than I am from all our successes
combined. Let me give you an example.

During my meditation time, I received a new (that is, new to me) insight
about why marriages grow cold. I saw clearly the various stages of dying
love. I also thought I saw a solution for rekindling marital passion. I could
not wait for Sunday so that I could preach on these new insights. I thought
the audience would devour these truths with gratitude.

It didn’t happen. When it was over, my audience looked depressed. I
had wanted to inspire hope and transformation, but I instead had instilled
guilt and depression. Why?

The easy solution would have been to blame it on the dullness of the
people. But I knew these people; they were not dull. Or I could have
blamed the time of year. It was January. Everyone suffers post-Christmas
depression in January. Instead of blaming, however, I simply asked the Lord
why the people got depressed after hearing what I thought was a message
from Him. Almost immediately, I got an answer.

It came in complete sentences and went something like this: “You spent
all your time and eloquence describing the death of love. You saved only a
few words at the end for its resurrection. If you had reversed this process,
the people would have found hope rather than discouragement.” That made
perfect sense. An accurate description of death won’t save anyone who is
dying. A diagnosis does not heal anything. I had spent most of my time on
the diagnosis rather than on the cure. This failure proved to be one of my
greatest blessings in teaching me to use revelatory insights to their full
potential.

Here are some texts that have helped to focus my attention on myself
rather than others when I have experienced failure. This has kept me from



blaming others, which in turn has kept me from becoming bitter.
Search me, O God, and know my heart;
test me and know my anxious thoughts.
See if there is any offensive way in me,
and lead me in the way everlasting (Ps. 139:23-24).

The wisdom of the prudent is to give thought to their ways (Prov. 14:8).

A prudent man gives thought to his steps (Prov. 14:15).

I applied my heart to what I observed and learned a lesson from what I

saw (Prov. 24:32).

I have turned these verses into prayers, and I try to pray them at the
beginning of each day. I attach much importance to this because the older I
get, the more I realize how blind I am to the real causes of my failures. I
have found that when I open my heart to the light of the Lord, He grants me
merciful revelations that can turn a setback into a step forward.

At your next revelatory stumble, dust yourself off with the thought that
all great spiritual leaders, with one exception, have made great mistakes.
Each failure helped them grow a little less confident in themselves and a
little more confident in God. What was your latest stumble, and how is it
improving you?

Rejoicing in Rejection

It is the occupational hazard of prophets to face rejection. And the greater
the gifting, the greater the rejection. It is not the people who first reject the
prophet; it is the religious leaders. Jesus, the greatest of all the prophets,
was “rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law” (Mark
8:31). He also warned His followers to expect rejection: “Blessed are you
when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult you and reject your
name as evil, because of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and leap for
joy, because great is your reward in heaven. For that is how their fathers
treated the prophets” (Luke 6:22-23).

Why do religious leaders refuse the ministry of a true prophet? Because
the prophet poses a threat to them. God sends prophets to challenge
erroneous traditions and to declare new priorities for His people. Leaders of
calcified traditions care more about protecting their position than listening
to the voice of God. Of course, they don’t think of themselves that way.
They think they are defending orthodoxy against the challenges of a radical
outsider. You can recognize them by their battle cry: “That’s not
Presbyterian!” or “That’s not Baptist!” or “That’s not Vineyard!” They act



as though God were actually a member of their denomination and wouldn’t
dream of violating their orthodoxy until He had first checked with them.

If the prophet functions at a lower level of anointing, the leadership will
easily be able to dismiss him. But if the Spirit powerfully rests on him, they
will escalate the rejection to persecution. Leaders will accuse him of being
un-biblical or divisive, even demonic. No servant of God has carried a great
anointing without having to bear these kinds of accusations.

The place of greatest anointing is also the place of greatest controversy.
Think of the controversy that swirled around Jesus, then around the
apostles, and since then around every major move of God in history.
Characteristically in such moves of God, the leaders of the reigning
orthodoxy have survived for so long by their political skills that they don’t
even recognize the prophetic anointing they are persecuting.

This persecution is predictable. Jesus told His disciples that enemies
would “falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me” (Matt. 5:11).
Sadly, I have seen this prophecy fulfilled too often. I have listened to Bible-
believing leaders spread gross lies and rumors about anointed prophets
because they felt some of their constituency might defect to the prophets.

If we get persecuted like this, we’re supposed to rejoice. Why?

First, it may be a sign of the Spirit resting on us in power (see Matt.
5:11-12). Second, rejection and persecution can be great teaching tools.
They purify our motives in ministry and provide us with opportunities to
grow in love (see Matt. 5:43-48). I watched my friend Mike Bickle endure
the most merciless attack for months. I was amazed by the hatred of his
persecutors and by the grace with which Mike bore that hatred, never
returning evil for evil. During that time, I did not see any anger eating away
at Mike’s heart. But the Lord did. He said to Mike, “The measure of your
anger toward these men is the measure of your unperceived ambition.”
Without the persecution, Mike would never have realized his ambition and
how destructive it might have been if not decisively dealt with. As it turned
out, the man leading the persecution was also leading a double life and was
exposed, but not until after he had managed to turn a number of
undiscerning leaders against Mike.

Third, persecution can strengthen ministries by scaring away the
people-pleasers. These are people whose highest goal is to please those
around them, and therefore, they cannot be servants of Christ (see Gal.
1:10). They are obsessively cautious and constantly worried about



offending someone. Rather than endure a confrontation, they compromise
the authority of divine commandments. They weaken a ministry by
spreading fear and wasting time initiating unnecessary discussions
regarding the ministry’s direction. They are usually the first ones to leave
when the persecution starts.

Tested by Praise
Praise is a rarer but more difficult test than persecution. The leadership does
not normally praise a prophet, but often the people do. They flocked to John
the Baptist and to Jesus, praising them both. Because of their strength of
character, the praise of the people had no effect on them. With us, though,
praise frequently seduces. Whereas rejection may cause us to question
ourselves, praise may cause us to feel invulnerable. Listen to what the
wisest of men said about praise: “The crucible for silver and the furnace for
gold, but man is tested by the praise he receives” (Prov. 27:21). The greater
the prophetic gifting, the greater the testing that comes from praise.

When persecution can’t bring us down and praise can’t puff us up, we
will have traveled a long way down the road of prophetic maturity. But how
does anyone ever get that far?

Prophetic Focus

Prophets have a Counselor to help them keep their focus. Three times, Jesus
referred to Him as “the Spirit of truth.” The first context in which the Spirit
of truth appears, John 14:15-21, concerns loving and obeying Jesus. The
second passage is John 15:26-27, which deals with the Spirit’s testimony to
Jesus. The last section is John 16:12-16, where the Spirit is said to bring
glory to God. The Counselor is called the Spirit of truth because He always
points to the Truth, Jesus, and because He reveals the greatest truths to the
followers of Jesus. These are the truths that promote the love of Jesus, the
testimony of Jesus and the glory of Jesus. The highest level of prophetic
ministry is to be able to consistently discern what promotes these three
things.

This means that the ultimate focus of prophets should never be on their
ministries or even on the needs of the people. If prophets want the guidance
of the Holy Spirit, they must focus on Jesus, because that is where the Holy
Spirit is focused. By sharing the focus of the Holy Spirit, we get to see the
glorious, heart-stopping splendor radiating from Jesus. Persecution, praise
and a thousand other distractions lose their power over us in the presence of



His radiant beauty. Everything comes into proper focus when we focus on
Him.

I heard the story of a man who complained that God’s voice was
difficult to understand. He said, “God, why don’t You speak louder?” God
answered, “Why don’t you come closer?”

Simple to say, hard to do, and that is one of the reasons that God sends
us His prophets: to call us to come closer to that glorious Person who sits at
the right hand of the Father, supremely patient as He rules the world by the
power of His Word and longs to be closer to you and to me.



Postscript
EnjoyIng the Symphony

Years ago, when I walked into that dingy room with the green carpet and
orange plastic chairs, I had no idea the Word of God was waiting for me. I
had no idea how much inside me needed to be healed, and that only He
could heal it. I had no inkling of the journey He had planned for me. I had
no idea how much I needed His mercy until I walked into the manger of His
mercy.

God’s highest purpose for the world was born in a stable and placed in a
manger. It’s been my experience that His highest purposes for you and for
me are still being brought to birth in mangers, the places where we least
expect to encounter Him. The One who lives in the unapproachable light of
glory loves to meet us in the most humble of places. Those places become
revelations of His humility and His mercy, by which He heals us and to
which He calls us.

Until that beautiful fall morning, my knowledge of mangers and
humility was mainly limited to what I’d read in theological commentaries.
And certainly that one prophetic encounter did not make me a deeply
humble person nor give me a profound knowledge of God’s present-day
mangers. But it did give me a little taste for these things, and it caused me
to pursue the prophetic ministry from that day on.

Over the years, I have been greatly rewarded by my pursuit. Prophets
have helped me with decisions both in my ministry and in my personal life.
As a result, my personal life has been more fulfilling and my ministry more
fruitful. But these are not the greatest rewards for me.

What I’ve found most wonderful in the prophets, these agents of God
with the otherworldly eyes, is that they are transporters of His mercy. Their
eyes see what ours do not, and His mercy heals what our best efforts cannot.
My bitterness is mostly gone now, and with it much of the harshness that
dogged me for so long. By the light of prophetic words, I can now
understand how the events I once viewed as unmitigated disasters fit into
the symphony that is my life. Of course, it is an unfinished symphony, but
the prophetic trumpets are making it so much richer and stirring.

I don’t know the next movement of my own little symphony, but that is
fine with me. I am at peace knowing that His mercy will be directing it. The
mystery makes the music even more enjoyable.



I do claim, however, to have a little insight about the direction of the
larger symphony of which all believers are a part. The prophetic trumpets
are growing stronger, announcing a new movement more powerful than
anything you or I have ever heard. The new movement won’t be heard until
the trumpets are well integrated with the rest of the instruments. But that is
another story, one that I hope to tell you soon.
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TRADITION

GROWING IN THE PROPHETIC
by Mike Bickle (Lake Mary, FL: Charisma House, 1996).
This book is filled with inspiring stories and a great deal of wisdom for
administrating prophecy in the local church.
PropHETIC ETIQUETTE: Your Complete Guide on Giving and Receiving
Prophecy
by Michael Sullivant (Lake Mary, FL: Charisma House, 2000).
THE PROPHETIC MINISTRY
by Rick Joyner (Fort Mill, SC: MorningStar Ministries, 2006).
This book has excellent observations on the goal of prophetic
ministry and on the character of the prophet.
THE VoicE ofF Gop: How God Speaks Personally and
Corporately to His Children Today
by Cindy Jacobs (Ventura, CA: Regal, 2004).
You MAy ALL PROPHESY
by Steve Thompson (Fort Mill, SC: MorningStar, 2007).
This book is one of the most helpful on the practical
issues of prophetic ministry.

RECOMMENDED READING FROM THE PENTECOSTAL

TRADITION

PROPHETS AND PERSONAL PROPHECY
by Bill Hamon (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image, 1987).
PROPHETS AND THE PROPHETIC MOVEMENT
by Bill Hamon (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image, 1990).
PROPHETS, PITFALLS, AND PRINCIPLES
by Bill Hamon (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image, 1991).

RECOMMENDED READING FROM THE CONSERVATIVE

EVANGELICAL TRADITION
SURPRISED BY THE VOICE OF GOD
by Jack Deere (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1996, 1998).

THE GIFT OF PROPHECY IN THE NEW TESTAMENT AND TODAY
by Wayne Grudem (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2000).



What Does God Want to

Say Through You?

What is the gift of prophecy? Who has it> What is its
purpose? How can you hear what God has to say to

His people? In The Beginner’s Guide to the Gift of Prophecy,
Jack Deere describes the spiritual gift at work in the
Church today. You'll find a balanced overview of the role prophecy plays
in the twenty-first-century Church as well as practical guidance for dis-
cerning prophetic authenticity and for exercising the gift in your faith

community. You'll learn how God speaks today, how to understand His
messages, how to avoid deception and false prophets, and how to grow
your gift to benefit God’s people. Whether you are a beginner or an
experienced prophetic minister, Dr. Deere’s honest and thoughtful

exploration of this biblical gift will equip you to hear what God is saying,

B JACK DEERE brings practical wisdom to Christians through his teaching
ministry, which draws on his experience as a professor at Dallas Theological

Seminary and as the bestselling author of Surprised by the Voice of God and
Surprised by the Power of the Spirit. He is the senior pastor of Wellspring Church in
Fort Worth, Texas.
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