04 Ephiphany – Jeremiah 1:4-10; 1 Corinthians 14:12b-20  Luke 4:21-32

The men’s Wednesday group recently read a novel on John Calvin. In the novel there is a wonderful scene where the boyhood nemesis of Calvin, and a friend have decided to play a trick. Knowing that the young the Calvin went to the river and pray, his antagonists had hidden in a tree. When Calvin approached, and begun to pray one of the antagonists rolled a piece of leather into the shape of a cone and begun to speak in a deep voice, pretending to be God. Calvin was not taken in and walked away. The novel continues:

“That did not go well” said Martin, his eyes following the disappearing figure. “I’m not sure that you got God’s voice precisely as it is.” I turned on him. “And you know what God’s voice sounds like?” I growled. “I do not” he admitted. “But Calvin seems to.”

There is something immensely comforting in hearing a familiar voice. Babies and children listen for the familiar and comforting sound of their mom’s voice. Children are comforted by the soothing sound of mom or dad as they are held when they are unwell or in pain.

How often have we been at a reception or function on our own, only to feel relief when we hear a familiar voice or see a familiar face. It seems to bring us a sense of security and safety to see and hear people we know. We use the phrase; “It’s great to hear your voice” when we have missed someone.

The voice of God and the Word of God are synonymous. The WORD of God is powerful – it creates, it sustains and it gives life. And while it also bring judgment to those who are separated from God, it also brings comfort to those who are in Christ.

And it is THIS word that are called to proclaim to our community. Jeremiah is told “Whatever I command you you shall speak” and then “Behold, I have put MY words in your mouth.” Jeremiah must not proclaim his own words, or thoughts or ideas. We must not proclaim our words, our thoughts or our ideas. It is HIS word we must proclaim and for some it will sound like judgment, but for others it will bring immense comfort.

I wonder if we, like Calvin, would we be able to recognize what was and what was not the voice of God, the word of God. Can we confidently say “Yes, I know what God’s voice, what his word sounds like.” Or are we like a lost child who longs to hear a familiar voice, but just can’t remember or does not know what it sounds like.

For if we do not know the comfort of God’s voice, if we are not like a child waiting to hear the wonderful familiar voice of our Father, then how can WE proclaim His words. How can we proclaim what we do not recognize.

The result of not knowing or recognizing the voice of God is played out in our Gospel reading this morning.

Jesus has read Isaiah 61 – and Ashley Null took us through these verses so wonderfully well last week. Now Jesus sits down and says “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

These are some of the most powerful words of scripture. God’s word in the flesh – Jesus, speaks on God’s written word. Therefore what he says here is eternally perfect. They are not an interpretation of the word – he has perfectly spoken the word.

And the people – these followers of God who have heard the scriptures read every Sabbath for the whole of their lives, these people did not recognize the voice or the word of God.

Of course, this is not a unusual occurrence in Israel. Prophets have always been rejected. Jesus’ reference to the period of Elijiah and Elisha was to a low point in Israel’s history when rejection of God was at an all time high and idolatry and unfaithfulness was so rampant that God moved his works of mercy outside the nation to gentiles.

The price of rejecting God’s word is severe – mercy will leave - it moves to other locations!

Also, familiarity breeds contempt. They knew Jesus. They thought they knew where he was from. They were well acquainted with Jesus’ family. Having heard Jesus speak they were glad that the messianic age was upon them. That is what it means when Luke says they spoke well of him. That they liked. What they found difficult to swallow was that this carpenter who grew up with them was claiming to be the instrument in bringing this about and that the prophecy of Isaiah 61 was being realized through Joseph’s son.

Are we too familiar with God? Are we too familiar with Church? Have we lost something of the awe of God? Is Sunday morning worship a routine? Have we lost the excitement of coming together to HEAR and experience God’s voice and to give him praise. Have we become so familiar in our routine that we no longer can recognize God speaking to us?

Jesus’ words, which should have brought the people in that synagogue great joy and comfort only brought them puzzlement, confusion and anger; All because they did not recognize God’s voice.

In order to recognize something requires more than just hearing it constantly. It requires us to ENGAGE with it. A mother does not just recognize her child’s voice because she has heard it so many times – but she can recognize it’s different tones – she can hear the cry of joy, or a cry of fear, or a cry of pain, even over the din and noise of the world. Why? Because she has spent time with her child. She knows not just the child’s voice but her child’s character and personality – she knows her child intimately.

For us to recognize the voice of God requires more than just hearing it read each week. It requires us to ENGAGE with it. It requires us to READ the word of God ACTIVELY. It requires us to learn to hear, to listen for the CHARACTER of God – the PERSONALITY of God in the words we read. To read intentionally, slowly, focusing on the words in order to hear when the word and voice of God is encouraging us, or disciplining us; warning us or giving us a word of love, or teaching us. It requires us to become INTIMIATE with God’s words.

But in order to become intimate with the words of God we need to go further than just reading it – we need to PRAY God’s word. We need to ask God to show us what his word means – we can then pray scripture BACK to God, using it as a basis to worship and praise him.

For example,  lets take Jeremiah 1. We can read this passage and learn the wonderful truth that God has known Jeremiah, and us before we were even in our mothers womb. That he has a plan for our lives. That he has given us his word to proclaim. But then we can use this passage to pray back to God. We can spend time thanking God in prayer that He knew us before we were born. That we want to know him more deeply now. That he is already intimate with us, and we pray to be more intimate with him.

But there is more. We should also gather with other people so they can pray with us and for us, and us for them regularly. We can then watch and experience as others listen to God and hear his voice or us. Praying with, and for each other, and experiencing the Lord speaking to US through other people helps us to grow in our ability to hear God’s voice.

One theologian has said, “Miracles, as powerful a testimony as they are to Jesus, in the end never convince one who does not want to know God. People must be willing to HEAR the word of God and receive it, before they will see anything as God’s work.”

Learning and being confident in knowing the voice of the Lord also means we will know when the voice is NOT the Lord’s; when it is either our own wishful thinking or even the enemies voice trying to entice and tempt us. Just like Calvin standing at the river bank, listening to two pranksters attempting to deceive, we will be able to know that the voice is not the Lord’s and so allowing us to walk away.

Our world is filled with noise and voices. We have the voices of our work, our families, friends, the expectation of living the 21st American life – we have the voice of ambition and success, advertising and even the voice of the enemy all shouting at us. Unless we intentionally create the space and the time, and ask the people to help us and teach to create the space needed to cultivate the ability to listen to and for the voice of the Lord, then we will be like the people in the synagogue when Jesus spoke – unable to hear the  word of the Lord, despite their religiosity, and thus missing the blessing, and comfort and power of knowing the Lord’s word in our lives.
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