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Is It a Spiritual Dream? 
What are the elements that indicate you have received a spiritual dream? To put it another 
way, what distinguishes an ordinary dream, or even a really weird dream, from a spiritually 
inspired dream? This is a question considered by many, especially by those that receive strange 
dreams. Unfortunately there are no clear black or white answers, however along the way there 
are a number indicators or street signs that can provide some overall direction.  

The only person that thinks it's easy to work through all ramifications of what dreams mean and 
how to apply them spiritually will be someone that has never really tried. A useful analogy in 
sorting through this stuff is that of a successful athlete. 

 

The Successful Athlete 

To compete at a basic level such as a school sports day, there are almost no requirements, apart 
from turning up and having a go at it. This is probably similar to the spiritual level acceptable for 
most churches. When I say this I am not criticizing churches but simply pointing out the fact that a 
high percentage of attendees use church more for social interaction and the reinforcing of 
spiritual values. There are always a few that will use it as an opportunity for growth to push their 
boundaries a little when appropriate. Generally speaking there are never enough volunteers, and 
as an elderly pastor once sadly confessed to me, the raw material available was not always of 
high quality (which is amusing as long as it's not you he was talking about). 

However when we attempt anything above that basic church or social level of involvement there 
are many other factors that immediately come into play.  

For example, to become more successful as an athlete, you need to develop more understanding 
of what you can do, what needs to be improved, and what will motivate you to actually do the 
hard work. An athlete requires a combination of fitness, practice, instruction, belief, and raw 
talent. These days no one would argue that they don't matter, no matter what the sport is, these 
things are all essential.  

Those five essential aspects are just as relevant to spiritual life as they are to sport. There has 
been a tendency for Christians to think that just turning up on Sunday most weeks is more than 
enough. Well that is the only way to start, but the kingdom of God will never progress with that 
ultra minimalist approach. There are plenty that say the opposite will make you an extremist and 
fanatic willing to do anything for a cause, and that is a valid concern, but there is a basic 
difference between Christianity and many other forms of faith. In Christianity, vengeance and 
violence must be left to God to deal with, and considering the usual level of church / Christian 
involvement, extremism is not much of a problem.  

Another truism is that the real extremist appears to be fairly self motivated, a person waiting for a 
cause, and when they find that cause very little encouragement is required for them to embrace it 
to the extreme. On the other hand a more considered person requires much genuine 
encouragement, and can be easily put off by the extremes, illogical theology, hypocrisy, and 
destructive action of others. These reasons alone would account for huge numbers of Christians 
that have given up on church and chosen a more individual approach. 
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Warning 
I have meet some people who have become obsessive about dreams (and visions) writing down 
everything they dream, and reading all kinds of strange or mystical possibilities into it. Someone 
one shared with me the time they had deal with their uncles possessions’ after he died and part of 
the dilemma was what to do with the numerous volumes of prophetic work on the book shelves. 
The writing was very hard to read and so stylized that it didn't appear to mean anything. In the 
end it was all filed in the dumper. This type of obsession is not healthy, it is as far removed from 
any genuine spiritual response as I could imagine. An obsessive response is bound to be a 
distraction away from reality and confuse any of the truth a dream contains, even if it is a real 
spiritual dream.  

 

The Sporty Model 
1. Fitness - Using a sporty model, fitness is the level of activity, flexibility, and strength we can 
sustain with health and enthusiasm without becoming over obsessive. Ultimately there is no such 
thing as balance because output is always relative to input, but the ability to think objectively and 
read widely needs to be encouraged, otherwise we will not be able to receive, and accurately 
handle what we receive. 

Then Amaziah assembled the men of Judah... three hundred thousand picked men, 
fit for war, able to handle spear and shield. (25:5). 

 

2. Instruction, or in this case an ability to receive instruction without becoming controlled by it, 
is also an important aspect. When it comes to revelatory communication, apart from Scripture and 
reasonable interpretation there are not many things set in concrete, so being able to creatively 
adapt, adopt, and check/reflect on the outcome is essential. 

The LORD said to Moses, "Come up to me on the mountain, and wait there; and I will 
give you the tables of stone, with the law and the commandment, which I have written 
for their instruction." (Ex 24:12-13) 

 

3. Practice happens on the job for those that receive dreams and interactive visions. 
Unfortunately there is no equivalent to a flight simulation chamber, the only real option is flying 
solo job training. There may be after the event advise available for some, but many have to go 
without. On the bright side it is character building, and it helps you adapt to the quantity and 
quantity of information you are expected to process. 

By your endurance you will gain your lives (Lk 21:19). 

More than that, we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 
endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and 
hope does not disappoint us...  (Rom 5:3-5) 

 

4. Belief is just as important in respect to a dream as it is for an athlete that needs to overcome 
a personal barrier and create a PB. God believes in reasonable targets too, even if some of them 
are challenging. As with most areas of life however we should beware of our own advertizing, 
grow to understand the things that limit us and work through them as many times as needed. 

...God chose you from the beginning to be saved, through sanctification by the Spirit 
and belief in the truth (Th 2:13). 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. For 
by it the men of old received divine approval (Heb 11:1-3). 
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5. Talent is rarely limited to whatever you started with. The ability to push the boundaries, a little 
bit at a time, develop what you have, and adapt to the variety of dreams received and interpret 
them (and the symbols) is a universal expectation of all God / human interactions. The main 
problems that come between God and our talent are generated from the compromise caused by 
our pride, ambition, and an inability to reflect objectively. Flexibility and availability are the main 
keys to pushing your boundaries. With an athlete, pushing the boundaries does not guarantee 
any success. If you’re not careful, it may actually create more problems than you can deal with or 
it may achieve very little, as one of my mentors used to say, pulling on our shoelaces does not 
get us closer to heaven. The barrier pushing does little more than give us a head ache, it is how 
we respond to the challenge that is more important.  

When it comes to the prophetic it is the character and accuracy of our response that we must 
monitor. Simple questions like am I becoming more or less accurate, more or less relevant, and 
more or less effective are serious questions. 

Scriptures like following three can have a lot in common.  

... to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to 
his ability... He who had received the five talents went at once and traded with them; 
and he made five talents more (Mt 25:15-6). 

... to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another the ability to 
distinguish between spirits... (1 Cor 12:10).  

By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be my 
disciples (Jn 15:8). 

 
6. Coaching 
Finally I feel I should add a short note on coaching. Everyone should know what a coach is and 
what a coach does, but choosing or finding one can be difficult. Here are a few things to consider 
before you choose one: 

a) Your pastor may or may not be the best coach. Actually, to be perfectly honest, they may 
not be much good at this. As a pastor myself I believe pastors are likely to bias 
everything towards church based ministry, but church ministry is only a part of the real 
picture. 

b) Very few people can coach above their own ability, perception or experience. Reality tells 
me that unless you are in a very large church that means there may only be one person 
for the job. In a small church you will be lucky to find one. 

c) A coach must be flexible enough to appreciate and understand your wave length, 
otherwise it will be a frustrating and ultimately confusing experience where the coach 
often misunderstands you, or simply wants you to copy what they do. 

d) Along the way there needs to be elements of trust, appreciation, learning, and 
occasionally working together that go both ways.  

 
 
 
God/Spiritual Dream Indicators 
Some hints on how assess if your dream is a spiritual dream 
 

If your dream is genuine then some combination of the following should be present: 

1. A consistent purpose or theme 
Even if it is a bit mysterious, in the fullness of time a theme may emerge. Just don't fall for the 
mistake of massaging some of the facts to fit in with a convenient idea. 
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2. A series of markers  
There will be a series of markers, but may not be immediately obvious. When you note down all 
the essential elements of the dream, you may find they may represent something in real life, 
either now or in the future. The trick is to be flexible but refuse to retrofit the facts. Retrofitting is 
an extremely popular habit. It may be convenient, but it is also guaranteed to destroy your true 
accuracy rating. 

 

3. A lesson that needs to be learnt 
Dreams may be quite simple and contain one essential lesson /instruction /blessing /warning. 

Write it down before it becomes a little fuzzy around the edges. 

 

4. Something Notable 
Normally I can't remember dreams, and they don't stand out as having any particular meaning. A 
notable spiritual dream stays in your mind much longer. There needs to be at least one thing 
notable that points to it being a special dream. 

 

5. When a dream continues/translates into a vision 
Normally dreams are only dreams, even if they are important ones, but it is possible on rare 
occasions to cross over into a vision type reality where it is possible to change what is physically 
happening somewhere (just like praying). At times like this you may not be sure if you are actually 
there or not, the reality level may appear quite high. 

 

 

Types of dreams 
The Premonition 
The premonition is the most discussed type of dream. In fact it is discussed so often it requires 
little discussion, and the preoccupation of this discussion makes you think it may be the only 
variety being received, however between them the other categories must account for more than 
half of all things received by prophetic types. Perhaps the preoccupation with this category stems 
from the attempts of many to rationalize and/or accept weirdo dreams as genuine premonitions. 

 

The Puzzle Assembled 
Where God (or our subconscious) makes some connection(s) between some of things we have 
been considering. Of course if it is just our subconscious doing this it could be a completely 
wrong connection, so beware! 

 

More Revelation 
Where a familiar scene, place, situation (or whatever) has a fresh injection of new information. 
This is one of the ways God uses to inform international prophets, because in politics the real 
facts, agenda, or motivations are often (or perhaps always) concealed behind an announcement, 
program or something else. Fortunately nothing is hidden from God. 
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A Spiritual Anointing 
Dreams can also be used to convey a direct spiritual anointing. It is not unusual to be spiritually 
anointed for new ministry or special situation in dreams. For prophetic types it is almost 
guaranteed to happen at least once in life. I have been anointed this way about four times. We 
should not be surprised by these moments. It makes good sense for God to operate this way, 
because God is the only one that can truly anticipate, (a) what we need, (b) what is planned for 
us, and (c) in the end God's anointing is really the only one that is worth a cracker. God’s 
anointing is the only anointing that makes any real difference to our prophetic spiritual ability. 

 

The Form of Dreams 
We are all used to the fact that dreams draw from our life experience. The background elements 
of dreams are especially prone to heavy influence from our daily interactions. Hardly a week goes 
by without a strange or even weird off the wall dream playing games in our head. This weirdness 
is normally due to the seemingly random collection of elements and running commentary that can 
be packed into just one dream. 

In another article I said that the intensity of a dream is one of the indicators that points towards it 
being a dream of spiritual importance. This is quite true, but even if it is spiritually important, we 
need to be aware that the background elements are still likely to contain composite images and 
thoughts from our past or daily experience. 

 

Some Common Sense Background 
New Age followers have new age dreams, Buddhists probably have Buddhist dreams, and 
Christians have Christian dreams that reflect their spirituality. None of this should be a surprise, 
but it seems it must be a surprise, because the fact that our spiritual and of course our physical 
and psychological environment influences the background of our dreams is rarely given enough 
weight. When it comes to considering the reality of a spiritual dream, interpreting a dream, and 
considering what to do with it, we must pay careful note to the background elements of a dream. 

 

Note - I would go as far as saying none of these background dream items should be considered 
as confirming the spiritual reality of a dream! Normally the only thing background items will 
confirm is the usual sources of our cultural and spiritual influence. 

A friend of mine once gave me an amusing off the cuff word of advice, "beware of getting your 
spiritual direction through junk mail." So many of our dreams fall into the category of junk mail 
that I'm hope you get point. The moment we start rearranging the junk mail to reveal hidden 
meaning we really need our heads examining. 

The fact that our past influences are incorporated into a dream background does guarantee that 
they are an important part of a spiritual dream, but can rarely be an end in themselves! I know 
this fact will disturb some, especially those that want to either accept it all or reject it all, but God 
does expect us to do our part and use the little grey cells a bit. 

A short list of questions can be assembled that's capable of helping us separate any possible 
spiritual message from our own priorities or daily trivia.  

For Example: 
1. What was the main motivation or purpose for receiving the dream? 
2. Are any of the background elements relevant to that purpose? 
3. How reliable or accurate did those elements appear to be? 
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The truth is that God expects us to apply careful discernment to everything we receive, after all, 
that is the spiritually responsible thing to do. Far too many dreams and visions are simply 
accepted as a full package deal. By all means, let us accept the fullness of what God intended, 
but we should not accept the bias of our own spirit that often adds distortions to the truth. 

 

 
 
(Here is an adjusted but relevant section from another article on this site) 

Distinguishing between a Vision and a Dream 
Many people have trouble distinguishing between a vision and a dream, and many dreams (or 
even just nice daydreams) end up being referred to as visions, but there is a difference. 

A Dream 

In the Bible there are many examples of God using dreams to communicate or confirm divine will; 
e.g. Jacob (Gen 28:12, 31:10), Laban (31:24), Joseph (37:9-11), Gideon (Jdg 7), Solomon (1Ki 
3:5), etc. 

A Vision 

Easton’s dictionary describes a vision as “a vivid apparition, not a dream” (Lk 24:23; Acts 26:19; 2 
Cor 12:1). This provides a clear difference. It only gets a little confusing if your vivid apparition 
happens when you are asleep; in that case I suppose it is technically both dream and vision. 
Dreams can also be very vivid. One of the main differences is that it is common (in the Bible) to 
interact with angels in a vision, in this case the angel is the apparition.  

This does highlight an obvious issue, that is how can you tell the difference between an apparition 
and beings we see if it is a dream? After all, they are both very strange phenomena. In fact I 
suspect that there is very little real difference. After all, what we see in a God given dream may 
well be the actual interaction between beings.  

 

Difference between a Standard and Spiritual dream 
It is normally possible to tell the difference between a standard dream (whatever that is for us 
individually) and a special one.  

a. The intensity level and realism level can be triple that of your standard dream, creating a 
lasting impression. 

b. It keeps more to the point, and often holds true throughout the whole message it is trying to 
communicate, unlike most dreams that wander all over the place changing plots and characters 
and throwing odd thoughts that don't really fit. 

c. Even if you find it difficult to remember dreams it's not difficult to remember a God inspired 
dream the next day (so write it down before your memory alters it). 

Just to confuse this a little the Bible does say that "your old men shall dream dreams, and your 
young men shall see visions" (Joel 2:29), but I have not found one person yet that's suggested 
this should be interpreted literally! 

 

The Role of the Subconscious 
Another delicate area rarely discussed in even in prophetic circles is the degree and type of 
influence the subconscious has on our revelatory reception, but of course as usual I'm more than 
happy to discuss any difficult area. When it comes to topics like travel in the Spirit this area is 
especially sensitive.  
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One of the most frequent thoughts or accusations by people is that we prophetic types are just 
making it up. However from my point of view this is a small problem. Perhaps I should qualify that 
statement with the proviso that not many people are deliberately making it up. A much larger 
problem is the percentage of control people allow their subconscious to contribute to their 
revelatory content. Observation tells me that sometimes people allow the voice of their 
subconscious to become confused with the voice of God. When this happens it is not normally 
deliberate. Unfortunately the result can be worse than if it was deliberate, because this 
unconscious type of mistake is likely to be accepted time after time as truth. Many times even 
though a person was supposedly "ministering in the spirit" I have felt that the subconscious self 
contribution was very high indeed.  

The person that allows a lot of subconscious input in their normal prophetic work is likely to do the 
same in a dream. The Bible says the heart can be very deceitful. My opinion of the subconscious 
is that it is often misinformed or even driven to a large extent by our heart. The same thing also 
explains is why our personal theology can be heavily influenced by personal preference, emotion 
(or politics) even when this contradicts a balanced Bible view. Failure to fully recognize these 
influences or allow for convincing distractions will cause bad discernment habits to be used and 
more importantly readily accepted. There is nothing at all wrong with incorporating emotion (and 
culture etc.) into belief and worship. The problem occurs when we can not recognize how this 
influence affects our decisions, or the damage that can be caused when we allow our 
subconscious imagination to have too much influence. 

 

Our subconscious plays a large part in the receiving of dreams and 
visions.  
The Bible refers to our spirit interacting with the Holy Spirit, it would be reasonable to suggest that 
much of this interaction happens on a subconscious level where the still quiet voice of God is 
received. If you accept this explanation of how the Holy Spirit normally interacts with our spirit it 
becomes critically important what spiritual level our subconscious is working on. It is especially 
important how much mixed input we are willing to accept. 

 

Note: Equally relevant to this subject are the articles in the vision section. 
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