Knowing God’s Will #3

“Guide Lights to God’s Will”

selected Scriptures

Over the past two Sunday evenings we have considered the subject of knowing God’s will. We have seen that God does indeed have a plan for our lives, and that much of it can be found in the Bible. Last week we saw three prerequisites for knowing God’s will: that we are saved, that we are obeying what we already know of God’s will, and that we are willing to obey whatever we don’t know of God’s will. Tonight I would like to see how we can discover God’s will in those areas that are not spelled out in Scripture.

I do not mean to give the impression that I am giving you a formula that will give you crystal clear direction for every decision you have to make. Life is rarely crystal clear and often we come to realize God’s plan for our lives by hindsight, looking back and seeing how He was guiding us along. But there are a number of factors that will help us if we are seeking God’s direction in a certain situation. 

These factors must be taken together, not any one in isolation. As we line them up we can better understand God’s plan for us. British preacher F. B. Meyer related this experience:

When I was crossing the Irish Channel one starless night, I stood on the deck by the captain and asked him, “How do you know Holyhead Harbor on so dark a night as this?” He said, “You see those three lights? All of them must line up together as one, and when we see them so united, we know the exact position of the harbor’s mouth.”

That is why I am calling this message “Guide Lights of God’s Will.” We need to take these various factors line them up together the best we can. 

The Guide of God’s Word

The first is the guide of God’s Word. We have already seen that much of the will of God is revealed in the word of God. J. Dwight Pentecost writes, “God’s will is revealed in His Word. God’s will is God’s Word, and God’s Word is God’s will.”
 We know that God has given clear commands in the Bible that we must obey. His plan will never lead us to do something that is forbidden in the Scriptures.
 His will for us will never be contrary to His Word.
 Then as we learn to obey God where His will is obvious, we’ll develop the ability to sense His will where the specific word is not so obvious. The more we live in joyful obedience to the Lord, the more we’ll discern His likes and dislikes.

In addition to specific commands, there are principles in the Word of God which may have direct implications for our situation. Paul Little tells of a young woman who had signed a contract to teach. Yet in August, shortly before the school year was to start, she received another offer from a school closer to where she wanted to live. She said, “I have a peace about this,” and she broke the original contract and accepted the new offer. The department chairman who heard of justification, commented rather sarcastically, “Isn’t that lovely. She’s got the peace and I’ve got the pieces.” Had she acted on the biblical principle in Psalm 15:4, where God says that he is pleased with a person who swears to his own hurt and does not change, she would not have done that.
 As we derive precepts and principles from the Scriptures, based on a careful, intelligent interpretation of His truth, we’re able to apply it in numerous ways to our decision today. God’s Word and God’s will are inseparably connected.

The Guide of Life Circumstances

God also guides and directs us through life circumstances. Here, however, we must be particularly on guard. Most of us tend to make circumstances ninety-nine percent of the guidance. But they are only one of the factors in knowing God’s will.
 If we are always to be guided by circumstances alone we would make many wrong decisions. But where situations in which we find ourselves, or influences which come into our lives, confirm the decisions that we are coming to through prayer and Bible study, we may take them as an added evidence of God’s guidance.

One such example of this from Scripture is found in Acts 16:6-10,

Now when they had gone throughout Phrygia and the region of Galatia, and were forbidden of the Holy Ghost to preach the word in Asia, after they were come to Mysia, they assayed to go into Bithynia: but the Spirit suffered them not. And they passing by Mysia came down to Troas. And a vision appeared to Paul in the night; there stood a man of Macedonia, and prayed him, saying, “Come over into Macedonia, and help us.” And after he had seen the vision, immediately we endeavored to go into Macedonia, assuredly gathering that the Lord had called us for to preach the gospel unto them.

This is one of the clearest examples in the Bible of God guiding His children according to His will. While we will not share the exact experience these apostles did, the principles from this text can help us in our own lives.

Paul and his companions were eager to spread the gospel of Christ to new lands. I am sure Paul west looked at Asia Minor, with its most important city—Ephesus—as an ideal spot to launch and evangelistic campaign. But the door was closed. So they headed north, to Bithynia, but that door closed as well. I am sure they were disappointed as they ended up in the northwestern port city of Troas, wondering where they would go next.

Here is the revelation of the fact that the Spirit guides, not always by flaming visions, not by words articulate in human ears; but by circumstances, by commonplace things, by difficult things, by dark things, even by disappointing things.
 

To some people the mental image of God is a kind of blur of disappointment. “Here,” they say resentfully and with usually more than a trace of self-pity, “is One whom I trusted, but He let me down.” The rest of their lives is consequently shadowed by this letdown. There can be no mention of God without starting the whole process of association with its melancholy conclusion: God is a Disappointment.

Yet from a prison cell Paul wrote Philippians 1:12, “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.” That would have to rate a 9 or 10 on our disappointment scales. But Paul did not allow his situation to dampen his faith or his enthusiasm for God’s plan. Kenneth Wuest notes,
Paul assures the Philippian saints that his circumstances have not only failed to curtail his missionary work, but they have advanced it, and not only that, they have brought about a pioneer advance in regions where otherwise it could not have gone. It is so in our lives. Our God-ordained or God-permitted circumstances are used of God to provide for a pioneer advance of the gospel in our Christian service.
 

As I was putting together this message, I was reminded of a poem written many years ago (and put to music by Phil Keaggy) entitled “Disappointment,”

Disappointment, His appointment—change one letter and I see,

That the thwarting of my purpose is God’s better choice for me.

His appointment must be blessed though it may come in disguise

For the end from the beginning open to His wisdom lies

Disappointment, His appointment; whose? The Lord’s, who loves me best,

Understands and knows me fully, who my faith and love would test.

For like a loving earthly parent He rejoices when He knows

That His child accepts unquestioned all that from His wisdom flows

Disappointment, His appointment—no good thing will He withhold

From denials oft we gather treasures of His love untold

For He knows each broken purpose leads to fuller, deeper trust

And the end of all His dealings proves our God is wise and just

Disappointment, His appointment, Lord, I take it then as such

Like the clay in hands of potter yielding wholly to Thy touch

All my life’s plan is Thy molding; not one single choice be mine

Let me answer unrepining, “Father, not my will but Thine.”
Even in the dark times, we need to look for the hand of God at work. Oswald Chambers wrote that God is “the Master Engineer of circumstances.”
 Do we really believe that? Do we believe that, despite the storms that blow from all sides in our lives, that God is in control? 

The Guide of Godly Counsel

Furthermore, God guides us through the counsel of other Christians who are fully committed to the will of God and who know us well. This is one of the most neglected dimensions of guidance today.

The Bible speaks often of the importance of counsel. The book of Proverbs in particular highlights the benefits of sound advice. Proverbs 11:14 states, “Where no counsel is, the people fall: but in the multitude of counsellers there is safety.” In the next chapter, we read in Proverbs 12:15, “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes: but he that hearkeneth unto counsel is wise.” Then in Proverbs 15:22, “Without counsel purposes are disappointed: but in the multitude of counsellers they are established.” In many areas of life, obtaining counsel will help us greatly. Perhaps many of us are too proud to admit that others know more than we do, and that we can gain from their knowledge and experience. A good example of this is found in Exodus 18:13-26, as Moses receives good advice from his father-in-law.

The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the people, and they stood around him from morning till evening. When his father-in-law saw all that Moses was doing for the people, he said, "What is this you are doing for the people? Why do you alone sit as judge, while all these people stand around you from morning till evening?" 

Moses answered him, "Because the people come to me to seek God's will. Whenever they have a dispute, it is brought to me, and I decide between the parties and inform them of God's decrees and laws." 

Moses' father-in-law replied, "What you are doing is not good. You and these people who come to you will only wear yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone. Listen now to me and I will give you some advice, and may God be with you. You must be the people's representative before God and bring their disputes to him. Teach them the decrees and laws, and show them the way to live and the duties they are to perform. But select capable men from all the people—men who fear God, trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain—and appoint them as officials over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. Have them serve as judges for the people at all times, but have them bring every difficult case to you; the simple cases they can decide themselves. That will make your load lighter, because they will share it with you. If you do this and God so commands, you will be able to stand the strain, and all these people will go home satisfied." 

Moses listened to his father-in-law and did everything he said. He chose capable men from all Israel and made them leaders of the people, officials over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. They served as judges for the people at all times. The difficult cases they brought to Moses, but the simple ones they decided themselves. 
People of faith are called to be people of wisdom and discernment. That requires an understanding not only of Scripture, but also of the world in which Scripture must be applied. In ancient Israel, David was blessed to have a group of counselors “who had understanding of the times” and thus could advise him on what the nation should do (1 Chr. 12:32).

Today, God’s people still need those who can “understand the times.” Our world now faces changes of such magnitude that some have described the situation as nothing short of chaos. For that reason we need people who can buttress their faith with discernment more than ever. God has not called us to shut down our critical faculties in order to follow every wind of doctrine and promise. Instead, Jesus exhorted His followers to “be wise as serpents and harmless as doves” (Matt. 10:16). That means knowing God and knowing the times.

But we need to make sure we are getting the right kind of counsel. Advice columns abound in our culture, from “Dear Abby” to tech support for just about anything. Some advice seekers even venture into the world of the occult, from reading horoscopes to consulting tarot card readers, palm readers, and even mediums claiming to reach the dead. In our society these are acceptable; in Scripture these are called “abominations.” When we need guidance, we need to make sure we are getting godly counsel.

The Guide of Our Desires

Finally, there is the guide of our desires. “Our what?” you might be thinking. “Did I hear that right?” I like how John MacArthur presents this thought:

Okay, let me give you the final principle, but hold on to your seat! You may want to jump up and shout! If you are doing all of the basic things, do you know what the next principle of God’s will is? Do whatever you want! If those other elements of God’s will are operating in your life, who is running your wants? God is! The psalmist said, “Delight yourself in the LORD; and He will give you the desires of your heart” (Ps. 37:4). God does not say He will fulfill all the desires there! If you are living a godly life, He will give you the right desires.

Too often we have the tragic, mistaken idea that we must choose between doing what we want to do and being happy, and doing what God wants us to do and being miserable. We think that the will of God is some horrible thing that He sort of shoves under our nose and demands, “All right! Are you willing, are you willing?” If we could just get out from under His clammy hands, we could really be happy.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Such notions are a slur on the character of God. So many of us see God as a kind of celestial Scrooge who peers over the balcony of heaven trying to find anybody who is enjoying life. And when he spots a happy person, he yells, “Now cut that out!” That concept of God should make us shudder because it’s blasphemous!
 A Christian who lives to please God will discover that God finds ways to please His child. When our delight is in the love of God, our desires will be in the will of God.

I have been asked on more than one occasion, “What constitutes your call to the ministry?” My answer is simply, “Because it is the one thing I want to do most of all.” That doesn’t sound very spiritual, but it is the truth! That is not all that was involved in God’s calling for my life, but that became the bottom line. God’s Word, circumstances of my life, godly counsel, and my own desire (which I believe God changed within me) all came together to reveal God’s will for my life.

It is important to keep those indicators in order, though. If I place my desire at the top of the list, I can find Scripture to support my wants (if I stretch it out of context enough), I can interpret the circumstances of my life to my liking, and I can even find “godly counsel” to agree with my aspiration (if I look long and hard enough)! But when we keep the order in its right form—God’s Word, then circumstances, then godly counsel, and personal desires last—we can avoid making a critical error in determining God’s will for our lives.

But when those all line up, we will find that God does have a wonderful plan for our lives. And it is the best way to live!

One final comment is needed about the will of God: God’s primary will for your life is not the circumstances you inhabit; it’s the person you become. God’s primary will for your life is not what job you ought to take. It’s not primarily situational or circumstantial. It’s not mainly the city where you live or whether you get married or what house you ought to be in. God’s primary will for your life is that you become a person in His image, somebody with the character of Jesus. That is God’s main will for your life. No circumstance can prevent that.
 You see, the will of God is not primarily a place. The will of God is not, first of all, for you to go there or work here. The will of God concerns you as a person. If you are the right you, you can follow your desires and you will fulfill His will.

If you find yourself “in the dark” when it comes to knowing God’s will, use these guide lights of scriptural principles, circumstances, godly counsel, and your own desires to discover the direction of your life. Then remember that who you are as a person is more important to God than necessarily what you do for a living or where you live. God is more concerned about you!
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