Unstop your Ears and Open your Heart
Introductory Lecture for An Anchor for the Soul
Do you remember ever refusing to listen when your mother or father talked to you about something that you didn’t want to hear? Or maybe your children have done this to you! I don’t think that I ever actually stuck my fingers in my ears in an effort to stop the sound of my mother’s words, but I do know that I had that attitude! I didn’t want to hear what she had to say, and I refused to listen! It’s not that I didn’t understand her words or hear them, but I ignored what she wanted me to do. 
Far too often this picture is true of our attitudes toward God! We are comfortable with life as it is so we stop up our ears to tune out any messages to the contrary. We listen only to those things that make us feel good and do not challenge the status quo of our lifestyles.

Today I want to encourage all of us to unstop our ears! As we begin this study out of the Old Testament prophets and psalms, we need to be sure that we are listening to God. Although the prophets spoke to a particular people long, long ago, they also speak to us today. Just as God called His people to listen and respond to Him then, He calls us to listen and respond to His message now.

God says to us, “Listen to the prophets!”

The prophets spoke long ago. On the back of your handout is a timeline for the history of Old Testament Israel. Israel had prophets in all of these eras, beginning with Moses at the time of the Exodus. Those whom we will be studying are found in the times of the divided kingdom, the captivity, and the restoration. Put this aside to refer to as you need it this fall. 

Who were the prophets and why should we listen to what they had to say?

There are six Old Testament terms that refer to prophets, which help us understand what a prophet was and why we should listen to them.

1. The first term is nabi´ which refers to the word prophet, meaning an authoritative spokesperson, one who proclaimed divine revelation. It is used more than any of the other 5 terms, approximately 300 times in the OT. This person received a message directly from God and sometimes had authenticating signs that accompanied the message.

In other words, a prophet was God’s spokesperson. 
Just a few weeks ago, we saw President Bush send our Secretary of State, Dr. Condoleezza Rice, over to Lebanon and Israel to talk with the leaders of those countries about making peace. When she spoke with them, her words were backed by the authority of the President of the United States. She was sent on mission by him to speak for him, and what she said was what he sent her to say. When she spoke as the President’s representative, she didn’t speak on her own, but she relayed the message that the President wanted relayed.

The prophet similarly spoke not for himself but for God and with God’s authority. God gave him a message, and the prophet went out and spoke it, expecting that people would hear it as the very words of God.  
SO a prophet proclaimed not simply the message of a king or a president but actual divine revelation. 

2 Peter 1:20-21: Above all, you do well if you recognize this: No prophecy of scripture ever comes about by the prophet’s own imagination for no prophecy was ever borne of human impulse; rather, men carried along by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.

The other 5 words used for a prophet reinforce that idea (from Dr. Ronald Allen’s unpublished class notes from Dallas Seminary). 
2. There are two words translated seer, ro´eh and 

3. hozeh. These literally refer to one who “sees”, the recipient of divine revelation.
Often prophets “saw” the future because God chose to show them a picture of what would happen. That made them predictors of the future. Prophets spoke to the present, calling for God’s people to respond to their messages by turning to God’s way; but they also spoke to the future and warned the people of what was ahead if they continued going in the same direction rather than turning to God’s direction. They also brought promises of a future that would bring in God’s great kingdom someday.
The first three terms that we have discussed refer only to prophets. The final three terms are used of prophets and of other people of God as well. 

4. Man of God (ish elohim) describes those who knew God and were sent on mission by Him. 

5. Servant of the LORD (ebed Yahweh) is the term that stresses the relationship between God and His faithful messengers. 

6. Messenger of the LORD (mal´ak Yahweh) stresses the mission itself rather than the person bringing God’s message. 

The prophet was a messenger on  God’s mission, doing it as God’s servant. 

We see the same concepts as we read God’s instructions to certain prophets: 
Jer. 1:4-10: The Lord said to me, "Before I formed you in your mother's womb I chose you. Before you were born I set you apart. I appointed you to be a prophet to the nations." I answered, "Oh, Lord God, I really do not know how to speak well enough for that, for I am too young." The Lord said to me, "Do not say, 'I am too young.' But go to whomever I send you and say whatever I tell you. Do not be afraid of those to whom I send you, for I will be with you to rescue you," says the Lord. Then the Lord reached out his hand and touched my mouth and said to me, "I will most assuredly give you the words you are to speak for me. Know for certain that I hereby give you the authority to announce to nations and kingdoms that they will be uprooted and torn down, destroyed and demolished, rebuilt and firmly planted."
We see from this passage that the prophet was God’s chosen messenger. It makes it clear that God put His own authority on the prophet, who spoke words both positive and negative to the people who heard them. 
We will read passages where God makes great promises of future glory and promises to destroy the nations; He both uproots and rebuilds. 

As we study the prophets, we need to listen because God may need to uproot some things in our lives so that He can build something new. 

God gave Ezekiel and Jeremiah similar messages:
Ez. 2:3-10: He said to me, "Son of man, I am sending you to the people of Israel, to a rebellious nation that has rebelled against me; both they and their fathers have sinned against me to this very day. The people to whom I am sending you are obstinate and hard-hearted, and you must say to them, 'This is what the Sovereign Lord says.' And as for them, whether they pay attention or not—for they are a rebellious house—they will know that a prophet has been among them. But you, son of man, do not fear them, and do not fear their words, even though briers and thorns surround you and you live among scorpions. Do not fear their words and do not be terrified of the looks they give you, for they are a rebellious house! You must speak my words to them whether they pay attention or not, for they are rebellious. As for you, son of man, hear what I say to you: Do not rebel like that rebellious house! Open your mouth and eat what I am giving you." Then I saw a hand stretched out to me, and in it was a written scroll. He unrolled it before me, and it had writing on the front and back; written on it were lamentation, mourning and woe. 
They had stopped up their ears! In their hearts they were hard-hearted toward God and His message.  

Sometimes I read these things and think, “They were so hard-hearted! Why did God continue to send prophets to talk to them? They weren’t listening anyway!” But then, I realize how many times I have stopped up my ears—maybe not in everything God was saying to me, but at least in the areas where I am content the way that I am. Who wants to hear that you need to change when you are happy going your own way? 
Way back in the days of Moses, who was the first of the prophets of Israel, God made it clear that the people were to listen well rather than stop up their ears. 
Deut. 18:17-22: The Lord then said to me, "What they have said is good. I will raise up a prophet like you for them from among their fellow Israelites. I will put my words in his mouth and he will speak to them whatever I command. I will personally hold responsible anyone who then pays no attention to the words that prophet speaks in my name.” 

Because God’s very words are the prophet’s words, it was very significant to ignore their messages, for the people to stop up their ears. But if God’s people were responsible to hear the prophets because they spoke for God, it was important that they be able to recognize which prophets were the real thing. 

How were they recognized? Well, God went on to tell Moses.
Deut. 18:20-22 "But if any prophet presumes to speak anything in my name that I have not authorized him to speak, or speaks in the name of other gods, that prophet must die. Now if you say to yourselves, 'How can we tell that a message is not from the Lord?'—whenever a prophet speaks in my name and the prediction is not fulfilled, then I have not spoken it; the prophet has presumed to speak it, so you need not fear him."

God gave Israel specific guidelines for prophets. He wanted them to be able to recognize the true prophet from the false prophet. How would they know whether to listen when there were many voices giving them instructions? First, their predictions came true. God made it clear that the words of the true prophet would always be fulfilled—because they were God’s words. If what the prophet said did not come true, the people would know that the prophet was false. 
God also gave Moses a second guideline for identifying the true prophet:

Deut. 13:1-5: Suppose a prophet or one who foretells by dreams should appear among you and show you a sign or wonder, and the sign or wonder should come to pass concerning what he said to you, namely, "Let us follow other gods"—gods whom you have not previously known—and let us serve them." You must not listen to the words of that prophet or dreamer, for the Lord your God will be testing you to see if you love him with all your mind and being. You must follow the Lord your God and revere only him; and you must observe his commandments, obey him, serve him, and remain loyal to him. As for that prophet or dreamer, he must be executed because he encouraged rebellion against the Lord your God who brought you from the land of Egypt, redeeming you from the place of slavery, and because he has tried to entice you from the way the Lord your God has commanded you to go. In this way you must purge out evil from within.
The second test was not achieving miracles. The false prophet might do them, according to these verses. The second test was that the true prophet’s messages drew people to the true God, not away from Him.  In this case the false prophet might call the people to worship idols rather than Yahweh, the true God. God cannot be contained in wood, stone, or gold because He is everywhere as spirit! Any message that takes someone away from the true God as He has revealed himself in the Scriptures is false. 
By the end of the Old Testament era, the prophetic books that we have in our Old Testament were the ones which the Israelites had found through time to be written by the true prophets of God. They compared the words of these prophets with God’s standards and found these to be men of God, His very spokesmen. 

Now if it is so important to hear the prophets, how can I understand their messages? They seem difficult to me and when I read them, there is a lot that I don’t understand!
As you begin to read the books of the prophets, you will probably discover the same thing--they are hard to understand. So how can you do it? 

First, do not obsess over what you may not understand. Accept the fact that you won’t grasp everything because of the nature of prophecy. 
The prophets spoke with much symbolism, very colorful images that held deeper meanings. It can be very hard to figure out. And then, on top of that, the prophets talked about unfamiliar places and nations that either no longer exist or are obscure to us! Who are these people and what was going on here? 
Added to the symbolism and obscure references to people and places and nations, is another problem: prophecy is not all chronological. One prophecy can even have multiple fulfillments. The same prophecy may speak of both Jesus’ first and second comings. Isaiah includes one prophecy which speaks of the birth of Isaiah’s son as well as Jesus’ virgin birth.
The New Testament writers help us understand many of these prophecies, but there are some that are still very difficult to figure out. 
When I have trouble understanding something in prophecy, it helps me to read 1 Peter 1:10-12: 
“Concerning this salvation, the prophets who predicted the grace that would come to you searched and investigated carefully. They probed into what person or time the Spirit of Christ within them was indicating when he testified beforehand about the sufferings appointed for Christ and his subsequent glory. They were shown that they were serving not themselves but you, in regard to the things now announced to you through those who proclaimed the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven—things angels long to catch a glimpse of.”

In other words, the prophets themselves didn’t always understand what God showed them. They spoke the words without knowing what they meant! So it’s okay if I don’t get it all! 
But why study it then? Because there is so much to understand. There is so much to hear. We don’t want to miss what God has to say to us personally because we focus on what we don’t grasp instead of focusing on what we do get. 

I am asking you to do just that. As you study, focus on the questions and the things that are clear. Ask God to clear your mind and use His word to speak to you. Focus on what you learn about God’s character, and focus on the character that God desires in you. He has a personal message for you in the prophets. He wants you to hear what He has to say about your life today. 

Let’s make a deal: don’t expect me to understand everything and I won’t expect you to do so. I know that no one in your group, including your leader, will know it all either because no one does! 

God wants to speak to us out of these books, and He has a great deal to say here. We want to unstop our ears and listen to His voice.
But it is not enough to listen; we must also live out what we hear!

Over and over a theme in the prophets is to turn around to God’s direction for your life, or face destructive consequences. That message is true today. As we read God’s Word, He wants to speak to us and expects us to turn around when we see areas where we are going in the opposite direction than God‘s. He calls us to align our lives with His. 

How else do we make sure that we live out what we hear?

Look at Psalm 1. In our study we will look at the prophets each week for 4 days and pair a psalm with that week’s study. Why did I design it that way? The psalms are the heart responses of God’s people back to Him. God spoke and/or acted, and they wrote these poetic psalms in response. As we read the prophets, I thought it would be helpful to not only hear what God spoke to His people but also to see how His people have responded to similar situations and experiences. It should help us respond to what we read about God in the prophets. We will not study any of the psalms in detail. However, those of us who go here to Northwest will benefit from our pastor’s fall series on the psalms. It will be a great combination. 

So as I thought about what it really looks like to listen to God, I wanted to look at Psalm 1, which many scholars say summarizes all of the psalms. 

Look at Psalm 1!
1:1 How blessed is the one who does not follow the advice of the wicked, or stand in the pathway with sinners, or sit in the assembly of scoffers!
1:2 Instead he finds pleasure in obeying the Lord’s commands; he meditates on his commands day and night.

1:3 He is like a tree planted by flowing streams; it yields its fruit at the proper time, and its leaves never fall off. He succeeds in everything he attempts.

1:4 Not so with the wicked! Instead they are like wind-driven chaff.

1:5 For this reason the wicked cannot withstand judgment, nor can sinners join the assembly of the godly.

1:6 Certainly the Lord guards the way of the godly, but the way of the wicked ends in destruction.

So what do we learn from the psalmist about living out what we hear?
We learn to listen to God rather than other voices. We see in the first 2 verses a contrast between listening to God through His Word and listening to those who do not walk with God. 

Ladies, there are many places you can spend time this fall. You can spend time with a group of friends, and that may be a positive thing. You can go to a class that may help you with practical skills for life. You can spend time watching Oprah and Dr. Phil. You can work out for hours a day. But none of these can do in your life what God’s word can. 

The psalmist tells us that if we are to reap the benefits, we must spend time meditating on and studying God’s Word. If we study God’s word and unstop our ears and listen, there will be great benefits to our lives, benefits that we can’t get by using our time in any of those other ways.
What are those benefits? You will be blessed, becoming strong and fruitful. 
As I look at you out there today, I know that God wants to make you strong, like the tree beside the waters. If you drink in God’s Word, you will be strong when drought or storms come into your lives. I think we can better grasp this picture of the tree beside the stream because of our present drought here in North Texas, which has been even worse where I live in Collin County. Gary and I have already seen some of our plants shrivel up and die; their roots were not deep enough to pull up the water from down in the ground. That is this picture of what happens in hard times to those who have not planted themselves by the waters of God’s word and drunk deeply of it. 

Some of you are young moms. You may wonder if you should be spending this time away from your children. What if they don’t like the children’s program? Or those of you who no longer have children at home may think, “I’ve studied all of this before; I know it! Maybe I will spend my time doing some fun things!” Those of you who come on Tuesday nights from work, may find that it’s hard to get here and to have the energy to come. It’s difficult to find the time to do the homework. You may wonder if it is worth it.
I have shared in here before that when I was a young mom, I was not walking closely with God. I wasn’t studying the Bible; I wasn’t very involved in my church; I wasn’t surrounded by other believers; I had no older Christian women speaking into my life. 

And my life was a disaster. My marriage was not going well. I was tired and down. I had no real direction in life. At that point I began to attend my first Bible study in a small group with other women. God changed me. I have never been the same. Now I didn’t study parenting or marriage, but God’s word changed me and that affected every relationship that I had. As I changed, I became a better wife and mother and friend and colleague. 

The best thing you can do for your children, your husband, your colleagues, your friends is to spend time with God in His word so that He changes you and you make a greater impact on others. 
What about your ears? Could they be stopped up? 
You may be thinking, “My life is going well, why change anything?” Or you may like being comfortable in our culture where there are many voices telling you different things. Your ears may be stopped up because you aren’t in a position to see some of the injustice and neediness of others, and you don’t want to see it. Perhaps you don’t want to hear what God has to say because you have replaced His majesty with the worship of other gods—things like husband, children, careers, or fitness. There are many reasons that you may have stopped up ears. But the prophets will not let us stay where we are and be comfortable. They call to us to align ourselves with the issues that God is concerned about, not issues of comfort and success, but issues of justice and mercy, issues of faith and strength, issues of faithfulness and perseverance in the face of difficult times in our world. 

In the prophets more than any other section of Scripture, God warns His people that they are headed in the wrong direction, and it will destroy them. But over and over they stop up their ears and refuse to listen. He calls in His mercy and love, “Turn around; you are going the wrong way!” His message is to repent, turn 180 degrees and follow Him and His best for you or you are headed for terrible consequences. 

This clip from Planes, Trains, and Automobiles pictures that very thing. These two guys end up going the wrong way on the interstate, don’t know it, and have their ears stopped up to the warnings.
When we, like these men, are going the wrong way, we must unstop our ears, turn around, and align ourselves with God’s way or we will surely end up with some sort of destruction in our lives! Listen to the prophets and live out what you hear!
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