Why is the question of how God speaks important to Christian theology as a discipline?

There is evidence of God speaking to people throughout the bible within the new and old testament. The means in which God uses to speak is evidenced through the scriptures. The first record of God speaking can be found within the creation narrative where God speaks creation into being(Genesis1). Throughout Genesis 1 the Hebrew word אָמַר, Amar, translated to English, ‘said, saying, or say’ is used 30 times.[footnoteRef:1] Aside from the commands God gives to the elements that form the universe, the first commandment from God to humans is one that is spoken. God on creating Adam and eve ‘said to them’(Genesis1:28). Similarly in the creation account in Genesis 2, the first spoken words of God are those commandments to Adam where the Hebrew word אָמַר is utilised(Genesis2:16). Rather than convey a simple creation narrative of the universe being willed into being or just being. The authors of the Genesis accounts records that creation was spoken into being and Gods commands were spoken commands as opposed to written or any other means. It is then established that the way in which God choose to bring being about is through language and speaking.  [1:  Bible hub, 559 Amar, https://biblehub.com/hebrew/559.htm [Accessed 2nd July 2026]. ] 

The introduction of God speaking to people is however at a time when mankind dwelt with God in the garden of Eden(Genesis3:8). What then can be said of how God speaks to man who is now no longer dwelling within the garden of Eden as Adam and Eve were. It is evident through scripture that there are many ways in which God continued to communicate with people. Some examples of these are as follows such as the prophet Micaiah who enquired of the Lord on behalf of king Jehoshaphat(1kings22). Prophetic dreams presented to Daniel regarding the four beasts(Daniel7). Including the burning bush as recorded within Exodus 3 when God speaks to moses through the bush. These encounters all result in a single person hearing God speak in order to communicate to a wider audience. The question of how God speaks therefore is of significance when considering that often God speaks to only one to convey a message. The way in which God chooses to speak therefore raises two important questions which Karl Barth asks. Barth asks two questions specifically in respect of one who is proclaiming the word of God. The questions form an important part of determining Gods word. The questions are pivotal in respect of determining how God speaks to people. The questions are what do you know of the thing you speak? And what is your concern in speaking of it?[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ( T & T Clark, Edinburgh 1956), p.92. ] 

As well as speaking to individuals there is evidence of God speaking to a wider audience. Jesus who Christians believe is God see his words which are recorded within the gospels as the very words of God. When considering Jesus parables some scholars view this as a way to try and understand the very mind of Jesus, and view the parables as the ipissima verba, the very words of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  J.D. Strong, The Fables of Jesus in the Gospel of Luke A New Foundation For The Study Of Parables. 1st ed. (Paderborn: Brill Deutschland GmbH 2021). P.10.] 

Beyond the bible there are arguments from general revelation that God speaks to everyone in informing them of his presence. Paul writes that no person should have an excuse to not know of Gods divine nature because of the evidence of things that have already been made(Romans1:20). The thought of God communicating through his creation is one echoed within Augustine. Augustine determined that the world was evidence of the revelation of God in such that there is a material universe the ability to determine its beauty is God revealing himself.[footnoteRef:4] Augustine viewed the world with measure, number and weight and determines that in being able to perceive these qualities and their beauty then they too must exist within God.[footnoteRef:5] General revelation is important in understanding that no person has an excuse not to acknowledge a creator. There is no question to be asked of regarding the creation as earlier asked by Barth, creation need not answer the question of what it knows of itself, or the concern in speaking of it as the answers would result in the same response Paul gives.  [4:  Carol Harrison, Beauty and Revelation in the Thought of Saint Augustine (Oxford: Clarendon 1992) p. 101.]  [5:  Carol Harrison, Beauty and Revelation in the Thought of Saint Augustine (Oxford: Clarendon 1992) p. 103.  ] 

Special revelation becomes challenging as these are incidents of God speaking directly with individuals. These challenges make it important to understand how God speaks. Within American evangelical Christianity it is believed that individuals can experience the divine intimately, whereby the internal mind and the external reality interact with each other.[footnoteRef:6] Barth asserts that real proclamation means that Gods word is preached. The people talk about God which is not predicted or planned, but God wills at specific times within this talk for himself to be the object of his talk.[footnoteRef:7] Similarly this is how Karl Barth claims that God then speaks to people, in that man will talk about God, through which God speaks about himself.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  T. M. Luhrmann, ‘How Do You Learn to Know That It Is God Who Speaks?’, in Learning Religion, ed. by David Berliner and Ramon Sarró (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books 2022), xvii, p.84. ]  [7:  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ( T & T Clark, Edinburgh 1956), p. 91 – 92. ]  [8:  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ( T & T Clark, Edinburgh 1956), p. 95. ] 

God speaking to individuals however can cause problems for observers who are not in receipt of the message. Barth affirms that a feeling of conviction, can be both Gods positive command and based off of human motivation.[footnoteRef:9] Barth’s mention of this is not to cast doubt on God speaking, however human motivation can be a problem, how does one know whether the internal feeling is from God or their own motives?  The confusion that this potentially causes can be true of dreams as per Daniels. Psychology has determined that dreaming is a mental act, an activity that requires the mental capacity to carry it out.[footnoteRef:10] Freud for example does not view dreams as something that can be influenced by an outside force or physiological noise, Freud viewed dreams as wish fulfilment.[footnoteRef:11] The idea of the dream being a wish fulfilment or mental act leaves it open to being influenced by our own motives. Understanding what is from God and what is one’s own motive is therefore crucial to doctrine of how God speaks.  [9:  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ( T & T Clark, Edinburgh 1956) p89-90. ]  [10:  Harry Fiss, ‘An Empirical Foundation for a Self Psychology of Dreaming’, The Journal of Mind and Behavior (New York, N.Y 1986), 7.2/3, p.164. ]  [11:  Susan Sugarman, Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams: A Reappraisal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022) p. 167. ] 

Psychology does not just raise issues when considering God speaking. Psychology has aided the idea surrounding meditation. Some believe that God speaks through silence and prayer they use the example of a bird, in that it waits, believing that everything takes place in its time. This is described as the silence becoming audible.[footnoteRef:12] The idea of patiently waiting in silence could be aligned to absorption psychology. The acknowledgement of this discovered when taking an account from a Christian who was discussing a time, they heard God speak to them. The author acknowledges that from an outside observer’s perspective the internal voice that they describe and their ability to internalise their thoughts had the traits of absorption psychology.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Caludia Welz, ‘A Theological Phenomenology of Listening: God’s “Voice” and “Silence” after Auschwitz’, Religions (Basel, Switzerland, 2019 ) 10.3, p. 4-5. ]  [13:  T. M. Luhrmann, ‘How Do You Learn to Know That It Is God Who Speaks?’, in Learning Religion, ed. by David Berliner and Ramon Sarró (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books 2022), xvii, p93. ] 

These insights raised by psychology however do not prevent God from speaking in this way and when compared with scripture found in Jeremiah ‘I will put my laws on their hearts and write them on their minds’(Jeremiah31:33). The psychology behind it may simply be the science as to how these thoughts take place, similarly to our understanding of creation, still leaves unanswered questions on a creator. In addressing the confusion that can be caused by internal thoughts that are said to be of God, the Christian speaks of discernment.[footnoteRef:14] The subject of the interview affirmed that they felt the internal voice was different from their own.[footnoteRef:15] Luhrmann describes discernment as forming a part of a social process in order to determine what is right.[footnoteRef:16] This again however raises questions regarding the doctrine of God speaking as if discernment is influenced by a social process then this would be subject to what may be socially acceptable at the time. It is therefore important that there is sound understanding how God speaks to prevent his speaking from being influenced by outside influences.  [14:  T. M. Luhrmann, ‘How Do You Learn to Know That It Is God Who Speaks?’, in Learning Religion, ed. by David Berliner and Ramon Sarró (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books 2022), xvii, p88. ]  [15:  T. M. Luhrmann, ‘How Do You Learn to Know That It Is God Who Speaks?’, in Learning Religion, ed. by David Berliner and Ramon Sarró (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books 2022), xvii, p85-86.]  [16:  T. M. Luhrmann, ‘How Do You Learn to Know That It Is God Who Speaks?’, in Learning Religion, ed. by David Berliner and Ramon Sarró (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books 2022), xvii, p90.] 

In summary the importance of how God speaks is crucial to theology as it helps to form and shape the Christians relationship with God and therefore the Christians relationship with the world. It is evident that when considering how God speaks theologians must consider the senses beyond those which we would initially consider and remember that people are made in his image. Therefore, God may not be restricted to the senses that humans would normally use to communicate. People can expect the way in which God speaks goes beyond this.[footnoteRef:17] That of course as discussed causes its own dilemma in deciphering whether it is God speaking or one’s own internal thoughts.  The overall importance in understanding how God speaks however is to consider that the Bible is God’s word.[footnoteRef:18] The church holds itself and in turn is congregation to account based on scripture.[footnoteRef:19] Finally that any discerning message is one that does not conflict or contradict what God said and did within scripture.[footnoteRef:20] All of which can be summarised in Barth’s earlier two questions, What do you know of the thing that you speak? Holding the person accountable to what is found within the scripture. Secondly what is your concern in speaking of it? Addressing the motive behind the message one believes God to be conveying.  [17:  Caludia Welz, ‘A Theological Phenomenology of Listening: God’s “Voice” and “Silence” after Auschwitz’, Religions (Basel, Switzerland, 2019 ) 10.3, p. 7. ]  [18:  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ( T & T Clark, Edinburgh 1956), p 109. ]  [19:  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ( T & T Clark, Edinburgh 1956), p. 101. ]  [20:  T. M. Luhrmann, ‘How Do You Learn to Know That It Is God Who Speaks?’, in Learning Religion, ed. by David Berliner and Ramon Sarró (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books 2022), xvii, p90. ] 
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