
“The Voice of YHWH”

The Voice of YHWH 
by Steven Lloyd!

!
Amos, the Old Testament prophet, addresses the injustices of Israel. 

He opens with these words: !
! YHWH roars from Zion,!     
! And from Jerusalem He utters His voice;!     
! And the shepherds' pasture grounds mourn,!     
! And the summit of Carmel dries up. (1:2)!     

I!
Have you ever heard a lion roar? I am not asking you if you have ever 

heard the simulated roar of a lion through your television speakers or at 
the movie theater. I am asking you if you have ever heard the unrecorded 
roar of a lion. !

It is unnerving. It consumes you with an unsettling sense of dread. One 
reason it is unsettling is that it is difficult to discern where the sound is 
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coming from, which means you don't know which direction to run for 
protection. As far as you know, you may be running for shelter and meet 
the lion face to face. !

I worked for Pacific Telephone from 1972-1978. One of my several 
posts with them involved installing pay 
phones. (We don't see many of those 
around these days.) One particular 
assignment involved switching out an old 
pay phone for a modern one at the 
Japanese Deer Park in Buena Park.!

It was a drizzly day, so the Park was closed. When I found 
the phone that was to be replaced, I returned to my truck for a new phone 
and my tool chest. On my way back to the work site, I felt a sudden and  
inextricable dread. Then I felt a vibration of sorts, very much like the 
sensation you get when a band is playing  deep bass notes. Then I heard 
it—the sound of a lion roaring. All I could hope for was that the lion was 
safely tucked away in a secure cage.!

Tess Stanford grew up in the Philippines two blocks away from the 
Manila Zoo. Every night she heard the lions roar. She went to bed 
frightened every night, wondering whether the cages were strong enough 
to hold the source of her terror. She would even beg her father to stay 
home from work to protect her. It was a 
sound with which she never grew 
comfortable.!

YHWH roaring from Zion is not a 
good thing for the recipients of this 
prophecy. When He roars the shepherd's 
pasture grounds mourn, and the summit 
of Carmel dries up. !

Later in the book, Amos picks up on 
the “lion” metaphor again, asking, !
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! Does a lion roar in the forest,!     
! when he has no prey? (3:4)!     
And,!
! The lion has roared;!     
! who will not fear?!     
! The Lord God has spoken;!     
! who can but prophesy? (3:8).!     
When YHWH roars things happens. Something always happens when 

YHWH speaks. In Amos, "the pastures of the shepherds mourn, and the 
top of Carmel withers" (1:2). Joel writes, !

! YHWH roars from Zion,!     
! and utters his voice from Jerusalem,!     
! and the heavens and the earth quake" (Joel 3:16)!     
Hosea and Amos write to the same audience, the northern tribes of 

Israel. YHWH says through Hosea,!
! So I am to them like a lion;!     
! like a leopard I will lurk beside the way.!     
! I will fall upon them like a bear robbed of her cubs;!     
! I will tear open their breast,!     
! and there I will devour them like a lion,!     
! as a wild beast would rip them open (Hosea 13:7, 8).!     

II!
Pete Hawthorne drove me to the Denver Airport in September 2013. 

Pete is a retired Zoo Keeper of the Denver Zoo. I went over some of this 
material at the Bear Valley Lectures and he confirmed my characterization 
of the roar of a lion. He also said that the 
roar of a tiger is no less intimidating. !

Pete said my excursion into the metaphor 
of the Lord "roaring" instantly reminded him 
of Israel at the giving of the Law to Moses. 
What a perfect parallel:!

On the morning of the third day there 
were thunders and lightenings and a 
thick cloud on the mountain and a 
very loud trumpet blast, so that all the 
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people in the camp trembled. Then Moses brought the people out 
of the camp to meet God, and they took their stand at the foot of 
the mountain. Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke because 
the Lord had descended on it in fire. The smoke of it went up like 
the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled greatly. And 
as the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses spoke, 
and God answered him in thunder. The Lord came down on Mount 
Sinai, to the top of the mountain. And the Lord called Moses to the 
top of the mountain, and Moses went up (Exo. 19:16-21).!

There is no lion roaring in this passage, but an image we may be more 
familiar with is the sound of thunder. The “crack” of some thunder is 
dreadful enough to make you draw your legs and feet up in the fetal 
position—and dare I say suck your thumb like a baby:)!

When the writer of Hebrews reflects on the event described in 
Exodus, he fills in a few of the details:!

…the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words made the 
hearers beg that no further messages be spoken to them (12:19).!

And, !
Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, 'I tremble with 
fear.' " (12:21).!

The writer of Hebrews contrasts the giving of the First Covenant with 
the giving of the Second Covenant. He begins, !

For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire and 
darkness and gloom and a tempest and the sound of a trumpet and 
a voice whose words made the hearers 
beg that no further messages be spoken to 
them (12:18, 19). !

In verse 22 the contrast is made, !
But you have come to Mount Zion and to 
the city of the living God, the heavenly 
Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in 
festal gathering, and to the assembly of the 
firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and 
to God, the judge of all, and the spirits of 
the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new 
covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than 
the blood of Abel (12:22-24).!

At the giving of the New Covenant, the roar of YHWH is muted, but it is 
not silent. His power has not diminished. The second half of the contrast is 
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m o r e a p p e a l i n g . I t i s w o o i n g ; 
beseeching. But it is still spoken by a 
Lion—the Lion of the tribe of Judah.!

In Psalm 29, David compares 
YHWH’s voice to “thunder,” and writes 
that it:!

• is powerful!
• is full of majesty!
• breaks the cedars of Lebanon!
• flashes forth flames of fire!
• shakes the wilderness of Kadesh!
• makes the deer give birth!
• strips the forests bare!

The Dictionary of Biblical Imagery observes:!
The voice of God is a major biblical motif, mentioned three dozen 
times (NRSV). Sometimes it signifies God’s transcendent power. 
Psalm 29, “the song of the thunderstorm,” seven times refers to the 
rushing sound of the storm as “the voice of the Lord,” which is 
treated as the active agent in the unfolding drama of the storm as it 
rises in the Mediterranean Sea, and moves eastward onto land (p. 
918).!

Elihu characterized the sound of YHWH’s voice as thunder in his last 
response to Job:!

At this also my heart trembles and leaps out of its place.!
Keep listening to the thunder of his voice!
and the rumbling that comes from his mouth.!
Under the whole heaven he lets it go,!
and his lightening to the corners of the earth.!
After it his voice roars;!
he thunders with his majestic voice,!
and he does not restrain the lightnings when his voice is heard.!
God thunders wondrously with his voice;!
he does great things that we cannot comprehend (Job 37:1-5).!

Psalm 18:13 !
The Lord also thundered in the heavens,!
and the Most High uttered his voice,!
Hailstones and coals of fire.!

How do people respond when they hear the voice of God? !
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Hebrews informs us that the Israelites of Moses’ day begged that no 
further messages be spoken to them. First, there was the sound of a 
trumpet which grew louder and louder, and then “a voice whose words 
made the hearers beg that no further messages be spoken to them” (Heb. 
12:19). And “Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, ‘I tremble 
with fear.’ ” (12:21).!

Still further details are provided in Deuteronomy. The setting is Mt. 
Sinai as described in Exo. 19 and Hebrews 12. The people are speaking 
to Moses: !

“Behold, the Lord our God has shown us his glory and greatness, 
and we have heard this voice out of the midst of the fire. This day 
we have seen God speak with man and man still live. Now 
therefore why should we die? For this great fire will consume us. If 
we hear the voice of the Lord our God any more, we shall die. For 
who is there of all flesh, that has heard the voice of the living God 
speaking out the midst of the fire as we have, and has still lived? 
Go near and hear all that the Lord our God will say and speak to us 
all that the Lord our God will speak to you, and we will hear and do 
it” (Deut. 5:24-27).!

Fear is a natural reaction to hearing the voice of God.!
Obedience is a kissing cousin. Amos wrote,!

The lion has roared;!
! who will not fear?!     
The Lord God has spoken;!

! who can but prophesy? (3:8)!     
Would you agree with me that according to Amos the voice of YHWH is 

so fearful, like hearing a lion roar, that it is compelling? Amos is saying, 
“what choice was there? When God roars, who can but do what He says, 
in this case prophesy.” Amos was a shepherder and a dresser of 
sycamore trees. He admits that he was neither a prophet nor the son of 
one. But what choice did he have when God called Him?!

The writer of Hebrews has written well that God has spoken to the 
fathers by the prophets at different times and in different ways, !

but in these last days he has spoken to us by his  Son, whom he 
appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the 
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world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint 
of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. 
After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of 
the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to angels as 
the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs” (Heb 1:1ff).!

Chapter 2 begins:!
Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have 
heard, lest we drift away from it. For since the message declared by 
angels proved to be reliable and every transgression or 
disobedience received a just retribution, how shall we escape if we 
neglect such a great salvation It was declared at first by the Lord, 
and it was attested to us by those who heard, while god also bore 
witness by signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of 
the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will (Heb 2:1-4).!

III!
John begins his account of the Gospel by equating Jesus 

with the “word” of God: “In the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was God” (Jn 1:1). He is the 
Lion of the tribe of Judah, but His voice is a man’s voice—and 
yet, it is still God who speaks.!

We sing songs that characterize the voice of Jesus:!
Hear the sweet voice of Jesus say,  “come unto me, I am the way”!
Hearken the loving call obey; Come, for He loves you so.!

And,!
The voice of the Savior says “Come;” !
The cross where he died is in sight;!
E’en now at the cross there is room:!
Are you coming to Jesus tonight?!

Jesus invited his Jewish brethren, saying,!
Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you 
rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle 
and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke 
is easy, and my burden is light (Matt 11:28-30).!

Jesus is the Lamb of God that takes away the sins of the world, but he 
is also the Lion of the tribe of Judah. The metaphor of a lamb brings up 
images of sacrifice, gentleness, love, graciousness and innocence 
(Warren, p. 3). But Jesus is as much a Lion as he is a Lamb. And the “lion” 
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metaphor brings up images of authority and kingliness (ibid.). “He is called 
the “ Lion of the tribe of Judah” because He was of the tribe of Judah—
David was His ancestor” (ibid.). (Both images are wedded in Revelation 
5.)!

In his ministry on earth, we see both. We see the Lamb of God wooing 
those who are weary and heavy laden—and we hear Him roar at the 
hypocrites; the scribes and Pharisees.!

E. F. Hutton, an investment firm, made a clever commercial in which 
the unseen announcer would utter in hushed tones, “When E. F. Hutton 
speak…” Everyone on screen would pause and lean toward you with a 
hand cupped to their ear, and the announcer would finish, “…everyone 
listens.”!

You would think that when God speaks, everyone would listen. Johnny 
Ramsey used to say that if there was any one verse he wished the whole 
world would hear, it would be Jeremiah 22:29, “O earth, earth, earth, hear 
the word of YHWH.” When a lion roars, or thunder “cracks,” or a trumpet is 
blown who can but hear? And yet, while some hear and respond in faith, 
many turn a deaf ear. How is that possible?!

The voice of God calls all men whenever the Gospel is proclaimed (2 
Thess. 2:14). How have you responded to the call? to the voice of God? 
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