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Session 2

Session

2
The God Who Whispers

THEOLOGICAL THEME: God is gracious to reveal Himself to His people.

I once had a good friend tell me, “My life isn’t what I expected at all. It is much more 
disappointing than I would have imagined. Over the years, I became angry with God 
for my situation. So I walked away from Him and from the church.” 

Often in speaking with Christians and non-
Christians, I have heard stories of exhaustion and 
disillusionment, stories that lead to a distorted 
perspective on life. What’s more, people often feel 
confused when they realize that many of their 
victorious moments with God, or “mountain-top 
experiences,” take place right next to some of the 
hardest and most painful experiences of life.

What circumstances in your past have 
led you to periods of disappointment 
or disillusionment? 

What impact did these circumstances have on your relationship 
with God? 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Faith in Christ is far from 
simple and easy because he 
is an astounding king, who, 
instead of defending his 
people, [seemingly] deserts 
them…He is a strange king 
who is nearest when he is 
[seemingly] far.” 1 

–Martin Luther (1483-1546)  
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In this session, we see how the prophet Elijah succumbed to discouragement and 
despair. In response to Elijah’s circumstances, God revealed Himself. The God who sent 
down fire from heaven in a bold and spectacular display of His power is the same God 
who whispered to Elijah in a quiet moment of sustaining grace. God strengthens us in 
our despair, challenges the lies we believe, and then ministers to us through His Word 
and through His people. As the recipients of God’s grace, we, in turn, rely on His power 
to deliver His message of comfort. 

1.  The God who whispers strengthens us in our despair 
(1 Kings 19:1-9a). 

1 Ahab told Jezebel everything that Elijah had done and how he had killed all the 
prophets with the sword. 2 So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, “May the gods 
punish me and do so severely if I don’t make your life like the life of one of them by this 
time tomorrow!”

3 Then Elijah became afraid and immediately ran for his life. When he came to 
Beer-sheba that belonged to Judah, he left his servant there, 4 but he went on a day’s 
journey into the wilderness. He sat down under a broom tree and prayed that he might 
die. He said, “I have had enough! Lord, take my life, for I’m no better than my fathers.” 
5 Then he lay down and slept under the broom tree.

Suddenly, an angel touched him. The angel told him, “Get up and eat.” 6 Then he 
looked, and there at his head was a loaf of bread baked over hot stones, and a jug of 
water. So he ate and drank and lay down again. 7 Then the angel of the Lord returned 
for a second time and touched him. He said, “Get up and eat, or the journey will be 
too much for you.” 8 So he got up, ate, and drank. Then on the strength from that food, 
he walked 40 days and 40 nights to Horeb, the mountain of God. 9a He entered a cave 
there and spent the night.

Life is often not as straightforward as we would like it to be. In the midst of such a 
period of life, Elijah forgot the truth of God’s power over Jezebel. Like many of us, he 
responded to his threatening circumstance by running away. 
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Note Elijah’s state of mind—utter despondency, despairing of life itself. He counted 
himself a failure. Elijah believed his work on Mount Carmel had no greater effect on 
turning the people back to the worship of God than did the work of any previous 
prophets of Israel. And so he desired not only to resign from his prophetic ministry but 
also to die. He hit what we call “rock bottom.” But in this moment of despair, the Lord 
sent Elijah food and let him rest. He provided the necessary strength to keep going. 

Can you remember a time in your past when God ministered to you and 
allowed you to rest? Describe the circumstances.

Depression can skew how we see truth, and we are 
extremely vulnerable to this when under duress 
and fatigue. I’ve found that it is good to allow 
myself room for disappointment but also not to 
forget to allow God room to minister to me. 
I need to remember what God has done for me: in 
large ways, such as offering the gift of salvation 
and giving me hope in Jesus Christ; in small ways, 
such as caring for and ministering to me daily. 

Further, our churches can help us by not simply telling people to “pull yourself up by 
your bootstraps” or “just read your Bible more.” Sound-bite statements and spiritual 
to-do lists do not overcome the depth of our disappointment. As the body of Christ, we 
must be available to minister to one another in these times. We must encourage people 
to draw closer to the body of Christ, but sometimes we must take time away in solitude 
with God and His Word, so the Lord Himself may minister to us. Our example here is 
Jesus, who frequently drew away from the crowds to pray and be alone with God. 

Whether Elijah fled his situation out of fatigue, fear, lack of faith, or disappointment, he 
still ran. But even in his despair and running, God was still there, ministering in truth 
and love. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Give to the winds thy fears, 
Hope and be undismayed, 
God hears thy sighs and 
counts thy tears, God shall 
lift up thy head.” 2 

–Paul Gerhardt (1607-1676) 
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What are some ways we may accidentally add to the pain of people 
around us who are suffering? 

2.  The God who whispers challenges our wrong 
assumptions (1 Kings 19:9b-14). 

9b Then the word of the Lord came to him, and He said to him, “What are you doing 
here, Elijah?”

10 He replied, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God of Hosts, but the Israelites 
have abandoned Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and killed Your prophets with 
the sword. I alone am left, and they are looking for me to take my life.”

11 Then He said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the Lord’s presence.”
At that moment, the Lord passed by. A great and mighty wind was tearing at the 

mountains and was shattering cliffs before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. 
After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. 
12 After the earthquake there was a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the 
fire there was a voice, a soft whisper. 13 When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his 
mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave.

Suddenly, a voice came to him and said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”
14 “I have been very zealous for the Lord God of Hosts,” he replied, “but the Israelites 

have abandoned Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and killed Your prophets with 
the sword. I alone am left, and they’re looking for me to take my life.”

Elijah responded to the Lord’s questioning by expressing his disappointment and 
hopelessness. His words indicate that he was considering only a narrow selection of 
Israel’s past events. In his accusations against Israel, he failed to mention what God 
had just done in sending fire from heaven or the repentant response of the people 
or the execution of the prophets of Baal. Simply put, Elijah’s vision was narrow 
and misinformed. 
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Hopelessness can make the light around us look dim. We can lose our way in the 
darkness of our clouded mind, unable to see the “light at the end of the tunnel,” unable 
to discern truth. Elijah, in his despair, rolled out accusations against the Israelites that 
were focused on the negative events. He saw only the very dim light of what he wanted 
to see, a self-centered view of the situation: Surely, if the people did not return to God after 
fire fell from heaven, they would never return. 

Elijah’s disappointment and despair contributed to his inability to 
correct his wrong assumptions. Why do you think we get stuck in poor 
reasoning and wrong thinking?  

How can we correct wrong assumptions? 

God’s reply to Elijah was extraordinary. Rather 
than argue with Elijah, God drew Elijah into an 
encounter with Himself. The encounter was an 
important moment for Elijah’s life because God 
showed Elijah a truth about His nature: God 
doesn’t always work in fantastic displays but also in 
small and subtle ways, even as subtle as a whisper. 

Many churches tend to focus so much on doing 
the “big things” for God, such as musical and 
drama productions as well as mission trips or big 
evangelism events. But what if we are overlooking 
the small ways that God works in our daily lives? 
Here is an area of church life that is difficult for 
us—to learn to find God in the small things and 
the quiet of the world. We must learn to drown 
out the human noise, quieting our souls long 
enough for God’s Word to break through and change us. When we only expect “fire 
from heaven,” we miss the “still, small voice.” 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
14. God Is Immanent 

When we say that God is 
immanent, we mean that 
God is personable and 
relatable to those made in 
His image, while remaining 
completely distinct and 
unique from all of His 
creation. It means that God 
is not a distant deity (as 
imagined by the deist) who 
only sits on His heavenly 
throne with no interaction, 
but instead, He is a personal 
God who created people in 
His image to be in personal 
relationship with Him.
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When we do not have an informed or a growing knowledge of the nature of God, we 
get mired in our own erroneous assumptions. In verse 14, we can see that Elijah was 
stuck in his thinking. Although God engaged Elijah’s reasoning, Elijah held on to his 
mistaken assumptions. 

How does your church/group teach or demonstrate that God works in 
still, small ways? 

How can we help people struggling with belief in God to gain a better 
understanding of the evidence of God from His work in smaller ways, 
not just in spectacular or miraculous displays? 

3.  The God who whispers reveals Himself through His 
faithful people (1 Kings 19:15-18). 

15 Then the Lord said to him, “Go and return by the way you came to the Wilderness 
of Damascus. When you arrive, you are to anoint Hazael as king over Aram. 16 You are 
to anoint Jehu son of Nimshi as king over Israel and Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel-
meholah as prophet in your place. 17 Then Jehu will put to death whoever escapes the 
sword of Hazael, and Elisha will put to death whoever escapes the sword of Jehu. 18 But 
I will leave 7,000 in Israel—every knee that has not bowed to Baal and every mouth 
that has not kissed him.”

Elijah’s new role was to prepare the way for others to do God’s work. Other men would 
complete the task that Elijah began. Once again, the Lord taught Elijah that He had 
other ways of working; it was not just through Elijah that this battle with idolatry would 
be won. A new order was to come to God’s people, but this time, it would not be Elijah 
to usher in the new order. God would use “the unlikely means of the combined efforts 
of a pagan king, a new dynasty in Israel, and his successor prophet, Elisha.” 3 
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Elijah was called into the fight against the worship of a false god. God wanted to use 
him even if it was not in the way that Elijah originally desired to be used. And what 
fantastic work to which Elijah was called! 

Many of us may fall into the trap of thinking that because we are not currently on 
mission in a third-world country or currently serving in a homeless mission or a similar 
“big thing” that our lives are not having an impact in the kingdom of God. We tend to 
equate only certain kinds of activities with “having an impact.” 

Jesus taught us to daily take up our cross—or die to ourselves—and follow Him as part 
of God’s redemptive mission. He has given us a daily battle plan of surrendering our 
lives to His authority. God can work through our quiet submission, even if we do not 
recognize His ministry in this way. 

What are some ways God currently uses your life to affect your 
community (family, friends, coworkers, church members, etc.)?

God reminded Elijah that He is not bound to working only in the ways of which Elijah 
could conceive. The Lord has many ways of working. We do not necessarily get or need 
to see the final result of His work through us in this life. 

When our thinking becomes negatively self-
centered, we can forget to acknowledge the 
goodness and light spread by God revealing 
Himself through us. We can also forget to 
acknowledge the goodness and light that has 
spread from the work of others. Yet God calls 
us to remember that we live in community with 
others who also desire to spread the truth of God’s 
love: “But I will leave 7,000 in Israel—every knee 
that has not bowed to Baal and every mouth that 
has not kissed him.” 

Voices from the Culture

“[Saruman] believes that 
it is only great power that 
can hold evil in check; but…
that is not what I’ve found. 
I’ve found it is the small 
things, everyday deeds of 
ordinary folk, that keeps the 
darkness at bay. Simple acts 
of kindness and love.” 4 

–Gandalf, from The Hobbit: 
An Unexpected Journey 
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God still works through us even in our deepest agony—even while we suffer—to affect 
our world for His purposes and kingdom. Resist the temptation to think that our lives 
do not really matter! We can be tempted, like Elijah, in exhaustion and pain, to become 
narrow-minded and blind to God’s mission for humankind, saying, “If these big things 
didn’t change the hearts of men, then I give up! Nothing will work.” Yet God has shown 
us through the obedient suffering of Jesus Christ and His redeeming resurrection that 
there is hope, no matter how grim our current situation. 

What are some ways God has worked 
through you in difficult times of pain to 
minister to others?

What are some ways God has worked 
through others in difficult times of pain 
to minister to you?

Conclusion

Our work in the kingdom matters beyond just the big moments, and our purpose extends 
beyond just our lives. Because of the resurrection of Jesus—God’s messenger who, like 
Elijah, faced opposition and persecution—we know that all our labor for the Lord matters 
(see 1 Cor. 15:58). It will endure into eternity. God’s Word will not return void but will 
accomplish its purpose. Trusting in the God who whispers to us in our times of greatest 
need, we set our hearts forward and follow Jesus—our King of sacrifice and joy. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Elijah was a prophet who faced persecution and 
opposition from those who rejected God. His example points forward to Jesus, 
the greatest prophet, who endured opposition for delivering God’s Word.
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1.  How can we, as Christians relying on God, minister to and strengthen one 
another in times of despair?

2.  What are some still, small ways in which we can demonstrate and proclaim 
the gospel of Jesus?

3.  What are some specific ways we can encourage and challenge one another 
toward faithfulness in sharing Christ with the lost world around us? 

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to rely on Him for the 
strength we need to deliver His message.



WRITERS

The Gospel Project®
Adult Personal Study Guide HCSB
Volume 5, Number 1  Fall 2016

Eric Geiger
Vice President, LifeWay Resources

Ed Stetzer
General Editor

Trevin Wax
Managing Editor

Daniel Davis
Content Editor

Josh Hayes
Content and Production Editor

Ken Braddy
Manager, Adult Ongoing Bible Studies

Michael Kelley
Director, Groups Ministry

Send questions/comments to: 
Managing Editor,  
The Gospel Project: Adult Personal Study Guide, 
One LifeWay Plaza, Nashville, TN 37234-0102; 
or make comments on the Web at  
www.lifeway.com. 

Printed in the United States of America

The Gospel Project®: Adult Personal Study Guide HCSB 
(ISSN 2162-7207; Item 005461524) is published 
quarterly by LifeWay Christian Resources, 
One LifeWay Plaza, Nashville, TN 37234, 
Thom S. Rainer, President. © 2016 LifeWay 
Christian Resources.

For ordering or inquiries, visit www.lifeway.com, 
or write LifeWay Resources Customer Service, 
One LifeWay Plaza, Nashville, TN 37234-0113. 
For subscriptions or subscription address 
changes, email subscribe@lifeway.com, 
fax (615) 251-5818, or write to the above address. 
For bulk shipments mailed quarterly to one address, 
email orderentry@lifeway.com, fax (615) 251-5933, 
or write to the above address.

We believe that the Bible has God for its author; 
salvation for its end; and truth, without any 
mixture of error, for its matter and that all 
Scripture is totally true and trustworthy. To 
review LifeWay’s doctrinal guideline, please visit 
www.lifeway.com/doctrinalguideline.

Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are 
taken from the Holman Christian Standard Bible®, 
copyright 1999, 2000, 2002, 2003, 2009 by Holman 
Bible Publishers. Used by permission.

   

Unit 1:  
Mary Jo Sharp (sessions 1,2,4) is an assistant 
professor of apologetics at Houston Baptist University 
and is the founder and director of Confident 
Christianity, a non-profit apologetics ministry. A clear 
communicator with a heart for people, she finds great joy 
in sharing the deep truths of her Lord and Savior. She 
and her husband, Roger, have one daughter. 

Adam Dooley (sessions 3,5,6) serves as the senior 
pastor of Sunnyvale First Baptist Church on the 
northeast side of Dallas. He is a two-time graduate of 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, where he 
has also served as an adjunct professor. Adam is married 
to Heather, and they have three sons and one daughter. 

Trillia Newbell (provided the unit 1 session plans) is 
the author of Enjoy (forthcoming, 2017), Fear and Faith, 
and United. She is the Director of Community Outreach 
for the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission. Trillia 
is married to Thern, and they reside with their two 
children near Nashville, Tennessee. 

Unit 2:  
Michael Kelley lives in Nashville, Tennessee, with 
his wife, Jana, and their three children: Joshua, Andi, 
and Christian. He serves as the Director of Discipleship 
for LifeWay Christian Resources. Michael speaks across 
the country at churches, conferences, and retreats 
and is the author of three Bible studies and the book 
Wednesdays Were Pretty Normal: A Boy, Cancer, and God. 

About the Writers



128 Personal Study Guide   

SESSION 1
1. A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy 
(New York: HarperOne, 1961), 8.

2. J. D. Greear, “Only One God Was Mutilated 
for You,” JDGreear.com [online], 10 July 2013 
[cited 15 January 2016]. Available from the 
Internet: www.jdgreear.com.

3. Michael Catt, The Power of Persistence 
(Nashville: B&H, 2009), 20. 

SESSION 2
1. Martin Luther, as summarized in 
Here I  Stand: A Life of Martin Luther, by Roland 
Bainton (New York: Meridian, 1995), 171.

2. Paul Gerhardt, “Give to the Winds Thy 
Fears,” Indelible Grace Hymn Book [online; 
cited 21 January 2016]. Available from the 
Internet: www.hymnbook.igracemusic.com.

3. Gary Inrig, 1,2 Kings, vol. 7 in Holman Old 
Testament Commentary (Nashville: B&H, 
2009) [WORDsearch].

4. Dane C. Ortlund, Edwards on the Christian 
Life (Wheaton: Crossway, 2014), 95.

SESSION 3
1. Larry Crabb, Inside Out (Colorado Springs: 
NavPress, 2007), 216.

2. Oswald Chambers, Biblical Psychology 
(Oxford: Partridge, 1920), 208.

3. Warren Wiersbe, Real Worship (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2000), 25.

SESSION 4
1. Henry T. Blackaby and Richard Blackaby, 
Experiencing God Day by Day (Nashville: B&H, 
2006), 229.

2. Gary V. Smith, Isaiah 1–39, vol. 15a in The 
New American Commentary (Nashville: B&H, 
2008) [WORDsearch].

3. Reginald Heber, “Holy, Holy, Holy,” in 
Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: LifeWay Worship, 
2008), 68.

4. “Mount St. Helens: From 1980 Eruption 
to 2000,” U.S. Geological Survey [online], 1 
March 2005 [cited 27 January 2016]. Available 
from the Internet: www.pubs.usgs.gov. 

5. Trevin Wax, Counterfeit Gospels (Chicago: 
Moody, 2011), 48.

6. John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, 
Chapters 1–39, in The New International 
Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986) [WORDsearch].

7. Gary V. Smith, Isaiah 1–39, vol. 15a in The 
New American Commentary [WORDsearch].

8. Robert Speer, quoted in The 
Contemporary Christian, by John R. W. Stott 
(Downers Grove: IVP, 1992), 328.

SESSION 5
1. Anonymous, “The Epistle to Diognetus,” 
in The Apostolic Fathers in English, by Michael 
W. Holmes (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), 298.

2. C. H. Spurgeon, “Expiation,” The 
Spurgeon Archive [online], 1864 [cited 28 
January 2016]. Available from the Internet: 
www.spurgeon.org.

SESSION 6
1. Ken Hemphill, The Names of God 
(Nashville: B&H, 2001) [eBook].

2. Scotty Smith, Objects of His Affection 
(Monroe, LA: Howard Publishing, 2001), 29.

SESSION 7
1. Victor Hugo, Les Miserables, trans. Julie 
Rose (New York: Modern Library, 2009), 141.

2. Nancy Guthrie, The Word of the Lord: 
Seeing Jesus in the Prophets (Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2014), 72.

3. Philip Bliss, “I Will Sing of My Redeemer,” 
in Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: LifeWay 
Worship, 2008), 281.

SESSION 8
1. Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of 
God’s People (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2010), 152.

2. Trevin Wax, “Jonah and the Mission 
of God,” in The Mission of God Study Bible 
(Nashville: B&H, 2012), 937.

3. John Chrysostom, quoted in “The Prophet 
Jonah in the Writings of the Church Fathers,” 
Mystagogy [online], 21 September 2009 
[cited 15 February 2016]. Available from 
www.johnsanidopoulos.com.

SESSION 9
1. Oswald Chambers, in The Quotable 
Oswald Chambers, comp. and ed. David 
McCasland (Grand Rapids: Discovery House, 
2008), 229.

2. George Whitefield, in Whitefield Gold, 
comp. Ray Comfort (Gainesville, FL: Bridge-
Logos, 2006), 91.

3. David Prior, The Message of Joel, Micah, 
and Habakkuk, in The Bible Speaks Today 
(Downers Grove: IVP, 1998), 79.

4. David Wilkerson, “God Will Restore Your 
Wasted Years!” World Challenge Pulpit 
Series [online], 26 March 1990 [cited 15 
February 2016]. Available from the Internet: 
www.tscpulpitseries.org.

SESSION 10
1. Mary Willson, “Tears in Memphis,” The 
Gospel Coalition [online], 11 September 2014 
[cited 15 February 2016]. Available from the 
Internet: www.thegospelcoalition.org.

2. Jerome, Six Books on Jeremiah, 1.4.1-2, 
quoted in Jeremiah, Lamentations, ed. Dean O. 
Wenthe, vol. XII in Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture: Old Testament 
(Downers Grove: IVP, 2014) [WORDsearch].

3. Greg Laurie, Let God Change Your Life 
(Colorado Springs: David C. Cook, 2011), 171.

SESSION 11
1. Ravi Zacharias, The Grand Weaver (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 82.

2. John Wesley, “The Deceitfulness of 
the Human Heart,” Christian Classics 
Ethereal Library [online], 21 April 1790 
[cited 16 February 2016]. Available from the 
Internet: www.ccel.org.

3. Rhett Dodson, “Our Hearts, Desperately 
Deceptive,” The Gospel Coalition 
[online], 18 March 2012 [cited 16 February 
2016]. Available from the Internet: 
www.thegospelcoalition.org.

4. Francis A. Schaeffer, True Spirituality 
(Wheaton: Tyndale, 1971), 15.

SESSION 12
1. Lesslie Newbigin, A Walk Through the 
Bible (London: Barefoot Ministries: 2011), 36.

2. W. A. Criswell, “Is There Any Word 
from the Lord?” Criswell Sermon Library 
[online], 12 January 1964 [cited 16 February 
2016]. Available from the Internet: 
www.wacriswell.com.

SESSION 13
1. Matthew Henry, “Ezekiel: Chapter 37,” 
The Concise Commentary on the Whole Bible 
[online; cited 17 February 2016]. Available 
from the Internet: www.ccel.org.

2. C. H. Spurgeon, “The Restoration and 
Conversion of the Jews,” Spurgeon’s Sermons 
Volume 10: 1864 [online], 1 June 2005 [cited 17 
February 2016]. Available from the Internet: 
www.ccel.org.

3. Cyril of Jerusalem, Lecture XVIII, in Nicene 
and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, 
vol. VII, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wallace 
(New York: Cosimo, 2007), 134.

Notes




