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1

The Speaking God
If you don’t have clarity of ideas, you’re just 

communicating sheer sound.
—Yo-Yo Ma

The most common question I get asked as a pastor—more 
frequently than why bad things happen to good people, why 
Christians are so hypocritical, and whether or not there will be 
sex in heaven—is this: Does God really speak? A full 100 percent 
of the time I’m asked this question, the inquirer isn’t launching a 
theological debate but is asking for personal reasons. What people 
are really asking is “Does God really speak to me?”

For anyone who has spent any time around a Bible, it’s pretty 
clear that God has spoken throughout history. He spoke through 
his Son, Jesus Christ—the “radiance of [God’s] glory and the exact 
representation of His nature,” the One who “upholds all things by 
the word of His power” (Heb. 1:3 NASB). Before that, God spoke 
through a parade of prophets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, 
and more. 

He spoke to Moses “face to face, as one speaks to a friend” 
(Exod. 33:11), to Abraham, exhorting him to walk faithfully and 
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30 Speak Life

blamelessly before him (see Gen. 17:1), and to Noah, a total of 
five times over the nine hundred fifty years of Noah’s life (see 
Gen. 9:29). Chase communication all the way back to the begin-
ning, in fact, and there you’ll find a speaking God. The creation 
account is riddled with evidence along these lines: 

• “God said, ‘Let there be light’” (Gen. 1:3). 
• “God said, ‘Let there be a vault between the 

waters’” (v. 6). 
• “God said, ‘Let the water under the sky be 

gathered to one place’” (v. 9).
• “God said, ‘Let the land produce vegetation’” 

(v. 11).
• “God said, ‘Let there be lights in the vault of 

the sky to separate the day from the night’” 
(v. 14). 

• “God said, ‘Let the water teem with living 
creatures’” (v. 20). 

• “God saw that it was good. God blessed [his 
creation] and said, ‘Be fruitful and increase in 
number’” (vv. 21–22). 

• “God said, ‘Let the land produce living crea-
tures according to their kinds’” (v. 24). 

• “God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our 
image’” (v. 26).

• “God blessed [Adam and Eve] and said to 
them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill 
the earth and subdue it’” (v. 28). 
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The Speaking God 31

• “God said [to Adam and Eve], ‘I give you every 
seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth 
and every tree that has fruit with seed in it’” 
(v. 29).

From the start, it seems, God longed to be with his people, 
to commune with them and have conversations with those he 
created. And yet even on the heels of such a litany, we come away 
wondering, Is this still true today? 

Yeah, God spoke to Moses, the thinking goes, but will he talk to 
someone like me?

GOD IS THERE
As I said, I get this “Does God really speak?” question a lot. I’ve 
heard it from professional women and devoted dads, from elderly 
widows and teenagers. The businessman who asked it with tears in 
his eyes—“Why won’t God speak to me?”—nearly left me speech-
less. I put my hand on his shoulder and said the same thing I 
always say in response to this question: “He will. He does. He has! 
God has spoken to you already. He is speaking to you today. And 
he will speak to you throughout the course of your life. All you 
have to do is tune in and listen to what he has to say.”

If you’re older than twenty-five or thirty, you probably remem-
ber the car radios of old that could only be tuned manually. There 
was no digital tuner back then that would take you with precision 
to 102.7 or 99.1 or whichever radio station you were hunting 
for, and so you’d have to sit there for what felt like an eternity 
turning the little knob in microscopic increments until you hit 

© 

Cop
yri

gh
ted

 M
ate

ria
l

©2016 Brady Boyd. Published by David C Cook. All rights reserved.



32 Speak Life

broadcasting gold. You’d hear static, static, static, and more static, 
and then bam! “Song of the South” by Alabama would warble itself 
into clarity, and you’d grin, throw the truck into gear, and head off 
down the road. 

The reason we were willing to go to such lengths to locate our 
favorite radio station was because we knew without a doubt that 
it was there; we just had to find it. As it relates to God speaking, 
we can have that same confidence—he is there and just needs to 
be found. On one hand, this ought to be very good news, for God 
says that whenever we come looking for him, we will find him; 
that when we get serious about finding him and want it more than 
anything else, he will make sure we won’t be disappointed (see 
Jer. 29:13).

On the other hand, the news that he is there for us to find 
can seem like a cruel game of cat and mouse. Our pursuit leaves 
us exhausted and disillusioned after so many near misses. We come 
across verses like Isaiah 43:12, which confirms that God spoke, that 
he saved, that he told us what existed “long before these upstart 
gods appeared on the scene” (THE MESSAGE), and Malachi 3:6, which 
assures us that God himself will never change. While the sum of 
those concepts ought to be as straightforward as two plus two equal-
ing four, we can’t quite get our minds and hearts to concede that yes, 
God has spoken; yes, God still speaks; and yes, we serve a speaking 
God. We can’t, that is, until that speaking God actually speaks to us. 

THIS TIME IT’S PERSONAL 
If you had visited First Assembly of God church in Jonesboro, 
Louisiana, on a Sunday morning, a Sunday evening, or a Wednesday 
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The Speaking God 33

evening anytime between, say, 1983 and 1989, you’d have found 
my mom, my brother, my sister, and me, four ducks in a row, 
always seated in the very same pew. Dad wouldn’t have been there, 
because somehow he always escaped Mom’s mandate that we go 
to church—a church that was, incidentally, a twenty-five-mile car 
ride away. The sole lucky duck in our family would instead stay 
home, put on comfortable clothes, and watch whatever sporting 
event happened to be on TV. 

I didn’t dislike going to church; I just didn’t get all the hype 
about God. This was a Pentecostal church, which meant a lot of 
enthusiastic bouncing around, copious amounts of whooping 
and hollering, and an overemphasis on “experiencing God.” One 
woman, who often sat in front of my family, had a very large bee-
hive hairdo that she kept in place with dozens of bobby pins. One 
Sunday I counted sixty-four. Anyway, she’d really get going during 
worship services, flailing her head around as if she were a heavy-
metal guitarist, and those bobby pins would start flying toward my 
head like heat-seeking missiles. 

Still, despite the craziness that sometimes characterized the 
ethos of the congregation of my youth, at fifteen years of age, I 
stood at the altar one Wednesday night and experienced firsthand 
what all the fuss was about. I’d never doubted that the congregants 
of the First Assembly of God church were sincere in their beliefs 
that God was near, that he was speaking, and that he wanted a 
close-knit relationship with them. What didn’t sit so easily was the 
idea that he wanted anything to do with me. 

Lingering at the altar was a big deal in that church. People 
came forward after worship services to have leaders of the church 
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34 Speak Life

pray for them—for healing, for protection, for provision, and 
more. Folks would hang out there for up to an hour, praying and 
talking and probably just basking in the afterglow of the emo-
tionally stirring experience they’d just had. As I stood there that 
night receiving prayer, everyone around me faded out of view. I no 
longer saw my surroundings as they were. Instead, in my mind’s 
eye I saw the Trinity—God pointing me to his Spirit, the Spirit 
pointing me to Jesus, Jesus pointing me back to the Father. 

God was conveying his nearness to me, his interest in me, his 
desire to stay in touch. For a fifteen-year-old, this was huge—but 
then I suspect it’s huge for us all, no matter how old we are, when 
such an awareness of God hits. 

A few months ago at New Life, I met a woman named Anna 
and her three children. After exchanging pleasantries, she dove 
headlong into conversation about her spiritual journey and, spe-
cifically, about how, when she was about to enter the eighth grade, 
the Catholic priest at the church her family attended stood before 
a whole bunch of confirmation-class candidates—this woman 
included—and said, “Young men, young women, this choice to 
relate with God is yours to make. Nobody can make it for you.”

Anna said, “This was news to me. First of all, I didn’t know I 
had any say in my spiritual life. As far as I knew, religion got passed 
down to you from your parents, and I assumed that the obligations 
and regulations my parents abided by were going to be rails I’d 
have to run on too. But second, who knew a person could actually 
relate with God?”

I nodded. I’ve been there. We’ve all been there, I would guess, 
shocked by the realization that God has communicated with us, 
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his most prized possessions, and that what he wants more than 
anything is for us to say something back.

I recounted for Anna an abbreviated version of my story of 
discovering God as a fifteen-year-old on my own terms, and as I 
spoke, I detected a little envy in her eyes. 

“See, that’s what I want for my kids,” she said, motioning to 
the son and two daughters at her side. “I want to explain God to 
them so they don’t have to go through what I went through—all 
the confusion and disillusion and all the rest.”

She asked me to recommend some good books to buy her 
kids, or maybe a Christian curriculum to help them understand 
God, but partway through I interrupted her. 

“Are you open to pursuing a different goal?” I asked. 
She paused, jerked her head back a little, and said, “Than help-

ing my kids understand God? I’m not sure I follow.”
I told her I thought that by putting pressure on herself to 

“explain God” to her kids, she was setting her family up for failure. 
“It’s too big a task for a parent to explain God to a child,” I said. 
“And if that’s your goal—to give your kids as many facts about 
God as possible—then won’t you be doing the same thing to them 
that your parents did to you?”

A light went on in her eyes. “Right, right,” she said. “Okay, 
then what? What is the goal?”

“What if you focus on helping your kids discover God instead—
who he is, how he communicates, what he’s after in their lives? Let 
them see you discovering God day by day, and then aid them in 
their own discovery. God can’t be fully explained. But encountered? 
He’s all over that.”
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36 Speak Life

She nodded, and a huge smile spread across her face.
Just as Anna did in that moment, we all need to realize that 

God is there—and that he longs to be found.

TURNING A DEAF EAR TO GOD
This idea that God speaks to his children makes perfect sense when 
we think of it like our parenting—the way in which we relate to 
our own kids. My wife, Pam, and I aren’t big on rules at our house, 
aside from a few basics: tell the truth, don’t sneak around, treat 
people the way you hope to be treated, and honor our God-given 
authority as Mom and Dad. Here’s what we are big on: communi-
cation. We work hard to create an environment where unplanned, 
unrushed conversations are not the exception but the norm. 

We study our kids daily so that we know the right times and 
the right approaches to draw them into dialogue with us. Why? So 
that we can help them pave viable lanes for traveling through life. 
Our words provide direction. They provide encouragement for the 
journey. They provide hints for avoiding roadblocks. They provide 
wisdom for steering clear of a crash. Time and again in Scripture, 
I see this very same theme pop up: God speaking to his children 
to save them from the world around them and from themselves. 

One of the most popular Bible stories to trot out whenever the 
discussion centers on God connecting conversationally with mor-
tals is that of the Old Testament prophet Samuel when he was just 
a boy. The backstory (found in 1 Samuel 1–2) is about an infertile 
woman named Hannah who begged God for a child, promising 
that if God granted her request in general and gave her a son in 
particular, she would dedicate that young man to the temple and 
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The Speaking God 37

set him apart for service to God. In those days, to devote a child to 
ministry meant turning him over to live with priests. Those elder 
statesmen would train him day and night, and he would virtually 
never leave their side. So God gave Hannah a son, and once he was 
the appropriate age, his adoring mother took him to the temple, 
introduced him to Eli, the high priest, and then bade him a fond 
farewell. 

The text (see 1 Sam. 3:1–10) tells us that, at the time, God’s 
revelation was rarely seen or heard, which may explain why neither 
Samuel nor Eli gathered that the One who interrupted Samuel’s 
deep sleep one night was in fact almighty God. Three times God 
whispered, “Samuel! Samuel!” Three times Samuel answered, 
“Yes?” and rushed into Eli’s room thinking it was he who had 
called. And three times Eli said, “I didn’t call you. Go back to bed.” 

But before Samuel left Eli’s presence the third time, it dawned 
on Eli that this could be God trying to communicate with the 
boy. So he gave Samuel some instructions. “The next time you 
hear the voice,” Eli said, “just say, ‘Speak, God, for your servant is 
listening.’”

A few minutes later, the voice called young Samuel’s name 
a fourth time, and in response, Samuel did as he’d been told. 
“Speak,” he said to God. “I’m your servant, ready to listen.” 

It’s a popular story because it’s a beautiful story—of how God 
reaches out to fallible people like us, of how those with listening 
ears can actually commune with the living God, and of how one 
eager, available servant can change the course of human history. 
But there’s another reason the story packs a killer punch: it cen-
ters on the message God reached out to convey. See, God wasn’t 
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38 Speak Life

waking Samuel to tell him he loved him and thought he was great, 
although theologically both of those sentiments are true. Samuel 
was roused from a deep sleep because he was needed for the task 
of carefully communicating something to Eli. God told Samuel 
that night, 

I will carry out against Eli everything I spoke 
against his family—from beginning to end. For 
I told him that I would judge his family forever 
because of the sin he knew about; his sons blas-
phemed God, and he failed to restrain them. 
Therefore I swore to the house of Eli, “The guilt 
of Eli’s house will never be atoned for by sacrifice 
or offering.” (vv. 12–14)

Essentially, God was about to rain down judgment on Eli and 
Eli’s family, and he wanted Samuel to deliver the final warning.

If we back up a chapter to 1 Samuel 2, we learn that not only 
were Eli’s sons disrespecting people’s offerings to God, but they were 
also sleeping with the hostesses who stood at the entrance to the tent 
of meeting where people came to worship God. The high priest’s sons 
were doing this, and what’s worse, the high priest did nothing about 
it. I saw a story recently detailing a trend among parents in which 
they go to great lengths to make sure their teenagers are comfortable 
sleeping with a boyfriend or girlfriend right there under their own 
roofs. When a seventeen-year-old daughter asked her mother if the 
girl’s boyfriend could sleep over, not only did the mom say yes, but 
she went out and bought her daughter a bigger bed!1 
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The Speaking God 39

This is the type of negligent oversight Eli was about to be 
judged for, and according to God, that judgment wasn’t going to 
be fun. But what I want you to catch is that God went around Eli 
to communicate something to Eli, which ought to tell us some-
thing about Eli: he no longer had ears to hear. 

The text tells us that Eli tried to rebuke his sons once, but they 
disregarded their dad. God had warned Eli to rectify the situation 
or his entire family would suffer (see vv. 30–33), to which Eli sim-
ply turned a deaf ear. Eli was accustomed to religious ritual and 
had grown up around talk of God his entire life, but now the One 
he’d centered his life around couldn’t have gotten his attention 
with a megaphone. The high priest whose job it was to offer the 
people salvation was himself refusing to be saved. 

SALVATION, AGAIN AND AGAIN
That supernatural encounter I had when I was fifteen proved instru-
mental in my pursuit of God. For the first time in my young life, 
it felt as if God had reached out not just to humanity in general, as 
I’d been taught, but to me, Brady Boyd, in particular. I wanted to 
respond to him. I knew he was saying something to me—something 
that sounded like love. I wanted what God was offering me—accep-
tance, relationship, and grace, yes—but also, as I’d soon come to 
discover, protection from the world and from myself.

At the time, I attended a very sexualized high school. I’m not 
sure sex could have been a bigger deal if the administrators had writ-
ten it into the curriculum—maybe if they’d encouraged promiscuity, 
the cool kids wouldn’t have found it cool. The fact was, though, the 
cool kids did think it was cool, and the message I received from my 
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40 Speak Life

friends every day encouraged me to have sex as often as possible with 
as many different girls as possible so I would fit in.

Of course I wanted to fit in, but there was that encounter I’d 
had with God. I didn’t know anything about theology or soteriol-
ogy (i.e., the study of salvation) or all the ways sin muffles the voice 
of God. All I knew was that the guys having sex every weekend 
never talked about God and didn’t seem to care whether he was 
trying to talk to them. I had all the same inclinations every other 
teenage boy seems to have, but something in me knew that if I 
wanted to build on the thing I had going with God, then I couldn’t 
also be the guy having unmarried sex. 

Most weekends, while everyone I knew was hanging out at parties 
and hooking up with girls, I would hunt, fish, or go horseback riding 
with my brother, or take long walks alone. I’d pray during those 
walks—at least as much as I knew how. Nothing earth-shattering 
happened as a result of those prayers, but I did sense God’s compan-
ionship. I knew he was with me and that he cared. 

When the days started to get longer as winter eased into spring, 
I’d be outside until nine at night, soaking up backwoods Louisiana 
and the adventures she always provided. And then I’d make my 
way home, where I’d watch TV or just sit and talk to my parents 
for a while. After that I’d head to bed.

When I was a junior, a group of seniors—all girls—started 
convening by my locker, and one day a couple of them began to 
flirt with me. This group wasn’t exactly known for upright behavior. 
Moral integrity wasn’t their claim to fame. Despite being a teenage 
male, all of whom are pretty much governed by raging hormones 
and an undeveloped prefrontal cortex, I remember their come-ons 
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sliding off me like water off a duck’s slick back. I’d been marked by 
a series of spiritual experiences so deeply fulfilling—that night at 
the altar and dozens of prayer walks through the woods—that by 
comparison, all else was a cheap knockoff. 

Nothing matched the satisfaction I felt whenever I felt 
connected to God. And to me, that’s exactly the point of divine 
conversation: each time we allow God to talk us away from temp-
tation, we find salvation all over again—salvation from perishing, 
salvation from bondage, salvation from addiction, salvation from 
pain. When we’re willing to trust the guidance of our Father, our 
path is one of blessing, freedom, and hope. 

This idea that God’s input always leads his people toward spir-
itual, emotional, and physical productivity was even at the heart of 
the Law God gave his people. Think about it: Did God give them 
the Ten Commandments just to be mean and kill their fun? Or did 
he offer the commandments as a template for them to follow, in 
essence saying, “These guidelines are your only hope for success”? 
He adored the nation of Israel, even choosing them intentionally, as 
you’ll recall, from all others on the earth at the time. And because 
of his great devotion to them, he spoke brilliant words of light into 
the darkness of their hearts. 

WHAT GOD ALWAYS SAYS 
My motivation for pursuing God seemed noble enough when I 
was fifteen, sixteen, seventeen years of age. I wanted to relate with 
him. I wanted to know what he thought about the decisions I 
was making in life. Increasingly, I wanted to hear from him before 
I made those decisions. Something was developing between God 
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42 Speak Life

and me, something increasingly valuable. But then the bottom fell 
out of our relationship.

At my high school, the fact that I was taking a stand for God 
was all that much weightier because I was an athlete. In my home-
town, a high school sports star was the ultimate celebrity. Entering 
my junior year of high school, all I could dream about was making 
the men’s varsity basketball team.

The doctor’s appointment was supposed to have been a rou-
tine preseason checkup, an insignificant checkpoint in my stellar 
career, a formality at most. I had a congenital heart condition, but 
it had never really interfered with daily life before that point. 

“It’s interfering now, though,” I remember the doctor telling 
my mom. Those words rocked my world so hard that I remember 
wanting to puke.

According to my cardiologist, should my parents allow me to 
continue playing basketball, they would be putting my life in grave 
danger. He used those exact words: grave danger. That this guy 
actually thought basketball was going to kill me proved he wasn’t 
playing with a full deck. I never felt more alive than when I was on 
a hardwood court—but that was about to change forever.

My mom and I left that appointment and headed home. I 
fumed the entire drive. I wasn’t angry with the doctor who had 
just unilaterally killed my athletic career. I wasn’t frustrated with 
my parents, even though I knew they’d been swayed by the doc’s 
advice. The one I was furious with was God. I’d trusted him, and 
he’d let me down. The truths I cling to today—that God is forever 
vying for my peace and purity, that he’s a loving Father who pur-
poses good for my life—I didn’t buy into that day. 
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It all seemed like a cruel, crushing joke. How could I love a 
God who’s willing to let something so small smash my greatest 
hopes? So instead of trusting him, I cut off all communication 
with him. I turned my back on him and decided to go my own 
way. Despite all the good he had done in me up to that point, that 
day I decided I no longer had room for him in my life. 

There’s an interesting story in Scripture about a son who cut 
off all communication with his father, turned his back on his 
father’s will, and went his own way in a huff (see Luke 15:11–32). 
Maybe the reason it has always been my favorite story is because 
of that plot’s striking resemblance to my own: I too wandered into 
a desert season, eventually realized the error of my ways, and then 
desperately craved the goodness of going home again. This much 
I know: the scene that gets me every time is when the offended 
father embraces the offending son the moment the prodigal 
returns to him. 

The father’s kindness was totally undeserved. The man’s son had 
been prideful, presumptuous, disrespectful, wasteful—any way you 
slice it, he’d been a jerk. He blew through his inheritance, the money 
he’d insisted on taking even before his father died, and then, after 
burning through all other options, he landed on the audacious idea 
of returning home, looking the man he’d so disrespected straight in 
the eyes and asking for his forgiveness. 

I try to put myself in that dad’s shoes, and “kindness” feels like 
a stretch. As a parent facing a kid behaving irresponsibly, wouldn’t 
you have to sermonize a little? Say, “I told you so”? 

Granted, the son was planning to humble himself before his 
father (i.e., ask for a job among the servants) once he was back 
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home. He’d even rehearsed his spiel: “Father, I’ve sinned against 
God, I’ve sinned before you; I don’t deserve to be called your son. 
Take me on as a hired hand” (vv. 18–19 THE MESSAGE). He was 
going to apologize and do his best to make things right, but before 
he could get the words out, his father had something to say. After 
barking a series of good-natured orders—“Bring a clean set of 
clothes! Put the family ring on his finger! Fresh sandals, now! And 
while you’re at it, our best grain-fed cow!”—the father announces 
to everyone within earshot, “My son! My son is here!” (vv. 22–24, 
paraphrased).

The day of that doctor’s appointment, I walked away from 
God and didn’t look back until the summer before my senior year 
of college. That summer it occurred to me that I had only one 
more year of school before I was on my own. Pam and I had met 
by then—we’d been dating two years already, in fact—and I was 
overwhelmed by the prospect of graduating from college, most 
likely marrying this wonderful woman, working to land my first 
real job, and trying to do all those things while holding on to the 
poisonous bitterness toward God that was eating away at my heart. 
I wasn’t a teenager anymore; I was becoming a man. I’d gained a 
little maturity since the day I walked away from God, and now 
that I was coming to my senses, I desperately wanted to go home.

Like the Prodigal Son, I’d been prideful and wasteful and 
undisciplined and more, treating my college campus as if it was my 
own carnal playground. I’d picked up unhelpful habits, addictions, 
and propensities that I knew were offensive to God, but something 
deep in my soul knew he’d still run toward me in the same way that 
father ran toward his wandering son: “When [the son] was still a 
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long way off, his father saw him. His heart pounding, [the father] 
ran out, embraced him, and kissed him” (v. 20 THE MESSAGE). I 
knew enough of God to realize that despite the coldhearted things 
I’d done, his reception would be warm. Why? Because despite my 
arrogance and willfulness, if I was honest about it, he still spoke 
to me, saying,

I’m here, and I love you, child.
I’m ready to talk whenever you are.

This is what God always communicates to us: that he is near 
and speaking and hopeful beyond belief that we’ll come near and 
say something back. 

Later that same summer—the summer I celebrated my 
twenty-first birthday and thus, in society’s eyes anyway, became a 
man—I decided to go all in with God. I was weary of all the run-
ning, all the hustling, all the self-inflicted pain. So in August 1988, 
there in the driver’s seat of my car, I told God he could be God. 
A cynic might say, “Gee, I’m sure God was relieved by your vote 
of confidence in him,” but the sarcasm would be misplaced. The 
truth is that God was relieved by my vote of confidence, as he is 
when any of his children decide to quit running, to quit hustling, 
to quit hurting themselves, and to come home. 

God is near us. He is interested in us. His desire is to stay in 
touch with us. But he won’t bulldoze the barriers we’ve erected. 
No, he insists that we knock down those fortified walls ourselves.

Draw near to me, God always says to his children, and I’ll draw 
near to you. I’ve spoken. Will you say something back? 
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TUNING IN | CHAPTER 1
Respond
1. Describe a time when you suspected that God was “out there” 
trying to communicate with you. What did you suppose he wanted 
to say?

2. What associations does the phrase relating with God bring to 
mind for you? What experiences have informed those thoughts?

3. What emotional or spiritual walls have you erected along the way 
in an attempt to keep God’s business and your business distinct?

Reflect
Spend a few minutes reflecting on God’s invitation to you, as noted 
at the end of the chapter. He is here. He loves you. And he’s ready 
to talk whenever you are. What fears or insecurities surface in your 
heart as you consider such an invitation?

Read On
Look up the full story of the parable of the prodigal son found 
in Luke 15:11–32. How does the father’s reaction to the prodigal 
relate to how you envision God’s posture toward you whenever 
you’re far from home?
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