Knowing God’s Will #1

“What is the Will of God?”

selected Scriptures

One unique aspect of our Sunday evening services is the opportunity to ask the pastor any question about the Bible, something said in the morning sermon, or something heard or read over the past week. This has led to some interesting discussions, sometimes even better than the prepared message!

But suppose, for a moment, that instead of asking the pastor, you were able to ask the Lord Jesus Christ one question—any question you wanted to ask—and He would give you a direct answer. What would that question be? My guess is that it would probably relate in some way to knowing God’s will for your life. After all, to a committed Christian this is really the only thing that counts. Our peace and satisfaction depend on knowing that God is guiding us. And the absence of that certainty leaves us fearful and restless.

The subject of knowing God’s will is a common one from pulpits and in print. I have at least ten books in my library with “the will of God” or “God’s will” in the title, and a number of recorded sermons by various speakers on the topic. Many other resources have chapters dealing with knowing God’s will.

Chuck Swindoll writes, 

The longer I live, the more I believe that one of the most profound subjects in the Christian life is the will of God. The deeper we dig into it, the more we realize how little we know. When we stop and think deeply about the way He leads us along, we must conclude that it is one of the most mysterious subjects in the spiritual life. Yet I’ve observed that we use words like “It’s the will of God” or “We hope God will have His will and way in this” rather glibly.

Unfortunately, all of this attention of the matter of knowing God’s will has not solved the problem for many Christians. (I think that is why there are so many books and sermons about it!) Perhaps it is because we are asking the wrong question. If you ask the wrong question, you are going to get the wrong answer. Every time! 

When people seek to know and do the will of God, many ask the question, “What is God’s will for my life?” Perhaps unconsciously, they focus on themselves, their lives, and what they are to do. “What is God’s will for my life?” is not the best question to ask. I think the right question is simply, “What is God’s will?” Once I know God’s will, then I can adjust my life to Him and His purposes. In other words, what is it that God is purposing where I am? Once I know what God is doing, then I know what I need to do. The focus needs to be on God and His purposes, not my life!

As I think about God’s will, I am reminded of the six-year-old boy who had been given an assignment to draw anything he wanted to draw. But when everyone else in the class had finished drawing, he was still sitting there working on his picture. Finally the teacher walked back and looked over his shoulder. 

“What are you drawing?” she asked.

“I’m drawing a picture of God,” said the boy.

“But, Johnny, no one has ever seen God. Nobody knows what He looks like.”

“Well…they will when I’m through,” said Johnny.

I’d like to think that, when I’m through with this series of four messages, you will at least have some understanding of the nature of God’s will and how you can know it.

The Principle of God’s Will

Let’s begin with the principle of God’s will. This asks the simple question above: “What is God’s will?”  What are we talking about when we use that phrase?

Simply put, the will of God is His divine intentions. It is what He purposes. It is what He plans and wants to be done.
 The phrase “will of God” appears 23 times in the Bible, while “will of the Lord” appears twice, “will of My Father” twice, and “will of the Father” once. For example, 

· [Jesus said,] “Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother” [Mark 3:35]

· “It is God’s will that you should be sanctified…” [1 Thessalonians 4:3]

· “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” [1 Thessalonians 5:16-18]

· “For it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men” [1 Peter 2:15]

· “For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God” [Acts 20:27].

· “…doing the will of God from your heart” [Ephesians 6:6]

· “The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever” [1 John 2:17]

Other passages talk about the subject without using the exact words, such as Jeremiah 29:11-12, “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” Here the will of God is spoken of as His “plans” for our lives. Or Proverbs 19:21, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.”
It is important to understand at the outset that God has a plan and purpose for your life. This is one of the sensational aspects of being a Christian—to know that your life can be tied into God’s plan and purpose not only for time but for eternity.

We need to realize, though, that the plan He has for your life is based on what He is doing in His world. He has a great purpose in mind for all humankind throughout all time. His will for your life is part of a larger picture—His will for all of His creation. His desire is for you to become involved in what He is doing. Finding out what He is doing helps you know what He will want to do through you.

It is also important to realize that God’s will is knowable. Some approach the will of God as if it were a game—that God has stashed His will somewhere out of sight and sent us running through life, trying to find it. And He is up there saying, “You’re getting warmer!”

No, it’s not like that. Not only does God have a plan for us, but he has promised to reveal it to us. In Psalm 32:8, God promises, “I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will counsel you and watch over you.” Proverbs 3:5-6, two of the most compact verses on guidance in the whole Bible, say, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will direct your paths.”
But we have a problem because we are confused about what the will of God is in the first place. And unless we are clear about that, we really cannot make much progress. Most people speak of God’s will as something you have or don’t have. “Have you discovered God’s will for your life?” they ask each other. What they usually mean is, “Have you discovered God’s blueprint for your life?” But the fact is that God seldom reveals an entire blueprint. So if you are looking for that blueprint in its entirety, you are likely to be disappointed. What God does most frequently reveal, however, is the next step in his will. But this leads us into the fuller question of what exactly God’s will is.

The Particulars of God’s Will

Having established the principle of God’s will, let’s move on to the particulars of God’s will. There are two aspects to God’s will. The first is that aspect of his will and his plan which has already been revealed in his Word and which applies to every Christian. The second aspect involves those decisions in which God has given no specific instructions.

Has it ever struck you that the vast majority of the will of God for your life has already been revealed in the Bible? Ray Stedman writes, “Probably 95 percent of God’s will is already revealed in His Word.”
 A basic principle in knowing God’s will is this: The will of God is directly related to the Word of God.
 This is His chosen way to communicate His desires for our lives. God’s will is, in fact, very explicit in Scripture, as we saw in the verses listed above.
 Throughout the Word of God there are many commands that show us clearly what to do and what not to do. There are yes’s and no’s.

When it comes to the revealed will of God in the Word of God, the matter is simple. A. W. Tozer writes, “Put this down as an unfailing rule: Never seek the leading of the Lord concerning an act that is forbidden in the Word of God…. Never seek the leading of the Lord concerning an act that has been commanded in the Scriptures.”
 If God says, “Do this,” it is His will that we do it; if He says, “Don’t do this,” it will never be God’s will to do it!

Yet there are many areas of our lives that are not detailed in the Bible. God really does not have a great preference whether you have steak or chicken. He is not desperately concerned about whether you wear a green shirt or a blue shirt.
 It really makes little difference to Him if we drive a Chevy or Ford—or no car at all. He does not wish to tell us what color tie to wear. He is very deeply interested in us, and in all that we do, but He also wants us to use our own sanctified, God-given common sense.
 We will look into both of these in more detail in a couple of weeks.

By recognizing the two aspects of God’s will—what is specifically revealed in His Word and what is not—we get away from the static concept of the blueprint. The will of God is not like a magic package let down out of heaven by a string, a package we grope after in desperation and hope sometime in the future to clasp to our hearts. It is more like a scroll that unrolls every day. In other words, God has a will for you and me today and tomorrow and the next day and the day after that. Now it may well be that a decision we make this week or next week will commit us for three months, or two years, or five or ten years, or for a lifetime. But the fact still remains that the will of God is something to be discerned and to be lived out each day of our lives. It is not something to be grasped as a package once for all. Our call, therefore, is basically not to follow a plan or a blueprint, or to go to a place or take up a work, but rather to follow the Lord Jesus Christ. When we realize this, then we will begin to sense something of its dynamic.

The Priority of God’s Will

I want to conclude tonight by considering the priority of God’s will. Usually the discussion about knowing the will of God has to do with a young person wondering whom he or she should marry, what vocation to pursue, and where he or she should live. I am not suggesting that these considerations are unimportant, or that God does not have something to say about them, but that perhaps a lot of Christians put the cart before the horse.
 Something is wrong when Christians are more interested in making decisions than in the growth of character, in geographic placement than in holy living, in guidance than in the Guide.

The priority of God’s will concerns our character. God is more interested in the kind of people we are than what we do for a living or where we live. We tend to ask, “What is the will of God for me?” Yet before we can correctly relate to the what of God’s will, we must properly relate to the Who of His will. 

The will of God is not primarily a plan, but instead is a Person. Jesus Christ is the will of God. When one rightly relates to Him, doing the will of God becomes the natural result of our union with Him.

A biblical model for knowing the will of God is presented in Acts 13, where Paul and Barnabas were sent out on a missionary journey by the church at Antioch. How did this church know who to send out as their very first missionaries? There was no missions committee meeting in which key leaders decided that the church needed to begin a missions program. How did these early Christians know the will of God concerning the great missionary, Paul? Luke records how it happened:

Now there were at Antioch, in the church that was there, prophets and teachers: Barnabas, and Simeon who was called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. And while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them. Then, when they had fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away (Acts 13:1-3).

The key to their understanding of God’s will is that it was revealed to them “while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting.” These saints were not merely seeking to know the will of God; they were seeking God and He spoke clearly to them, making His will clearly known. They discovered the plan while they were seeking the Person of God.

In conclusion, then, in answer to the question, “What is the will of God?” we have considered the principle of God’s will—the fact that He has a will, meaning His desires and purposes for His creation (including each of us). God’s will is knowable, and in fact God wants us to know His will.

The particulars of God’s will are seen in His revealed will as found in His Word that applies to everybody, and those specific, personal areas of our lives that are not directly dealt with in the Bible. The important thing to remember here is that His will is never in conflict with His Word. If we are wondering about a direction in one of those specific, personal areas in our lives, and that direction would be contrary to what the Bible clearly states, it is certainly not God’s will for us.

Above all, we should remember that God’s greatest desire for our lives is that we become His children and be transformed into His likeness. He is more concerned with who we are than what we do for a living or where we live. As we will see in future studies, this provides great freedom within His will for our own choices, and takes some of the pressure off the pursuit of that elusive “blueprint” for our lives that, in reality, doesn’t even exist. I remember learning a simple chorus as a teen,

The Lord has a will, and I have a need

To follow that will, to humbly be still

To rest in it, nest in it, fully be blest in it,

Following my Father’s will.
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