Knowing God’s Will #4

“Filtering Some Fallacies”

selected Scriptures

School will be resuming in just a few weeks. One of the challenges students face is not merely what they learn in their classes, but often what they must unlearn before they can learn new information or skills. Over the summer months they may have slipped into habits of wrong thinking or speaking or behaving that must be unlearned so that new learning can take place.

The same can be said of the Christian with regards to knowing God’s will. Some people need to unlearn some misinformation they may have been taught in the name of Jesus.
 Tonight, as we wrap up this series on knowing God’s will, I would like to embark on filtering some fallacies when it comes to God’s will. I do not have an outline per se for this message, but we will take these wrong conceptions about the will of God one at a time.

First, we must not think that because we want to do something, it can’t possibly be God’s will. That attitude displays a distorted concept of the character of God. We really think he is a celestial killjoy. We considered last week the wonderful truth of Psalm 37:4, “Delight yourself in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart.” This does not mean, “Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you a new car, a hot girlfriend, and loads of money.” What he means is that as we delight ourselves in the Lord, we come “to will with him one will.” Our will and God’s will begin to coincide. The greatest joy in all of our lives is to do what the Lord wants us to do and to know we are doing it. Then we can say with Jesus in John 4:34, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me.” 

No one should ever be afraid of God’s will.
 Yet some Christians are! As John MacArthur writes,

I will never forget the athlete who came up to me at Hume Lake Camp and said, “I’m not sure I want to give my life to Jesus Christ because I am afraid of what He will make me do.” He had the idea that God wants to take robust athletes, break both their legs, and make them play the flute. This implies that God is a kind of “cosmic killjoy,” stomping on everyone’s fun and raining on parades. People with this view actually fear the will of God as a severe way of life that will demand the sacrifice of their most treasured abilities or possessions.
 

Some people become very alarmed whenever they have a strong desire to do anything, because they are convinced that if they want something badly, it cannot possibly be God’s will for them. But God is no Scrooge!
  

Second, we must not feel that every decision we make must have a subjective confirmation. I have known people who have been paralyzed and couldn’t act at all because they did not have some kind of electrifying liver-shiver about the whole thing. Some of the ways people “sense God’s will” would be downright funny if they weren’t so serious. Chuck Swindoll shares, 

Years ago, I read about a man who was driving through Washington, D.C., when his car stalled in front of the Philippine Embassy. He took that to mean that he should be a missionary to the Philippines.

Then there was the woman who wasn’t sure she ought to go on a trip to Israel. One night she was reading through the travel brochures and tour information and noticed that the flight was to be on a 747. She woke up the next morning, saw 7:47 on her digital clock, and took that as a sign she should go to Israel.

A college sophomore was greatly in need of wheels. He did not know God’s will regarding which car to buy. He tossed and turned through the night, and everything he dreamed that night was in yellow. He woke up the next morning, early, and began to peruse as many of the used car parking lots as he could find, and when he found the car—you guessed it—it was yellow inside and out. He was convinced that was God’s will for him. (It turned out to be a lemon.)

This sort of nonsense is what I call “voodoo theology.” It is nothing more than superstition. We must guard ourselves from being lured into this kind of thinking.

If you are facing an important decision in which God has not given you specific guidance, postpone the decision, if you can, until the way seems clear. But if you must decide by next Saturday and next Saturday comes and you still don’t have clear guidance, then you must trust that God will guide you in the decision. After assessing all the factors, launch out in faith, saying, “Lord, as I see it, there are four equally valid possibilities in front of me. I see no particular advantage or disadvantage in any of these options. So I am going to go down route 3 unless you close the door. I am trusting that you won’t let me make a crucial mistake.”

If we do that, we can act joyfully, believing God has guided us. We don’t have to spend the next twenty-four years second-guessing ourselves as to whether or not we are in the will of God. God does not play the game of mousetrap with us. He does not say, “Ha, ha. You thought that was the right lane, but it wasn’t. Return to Go. Better luck next time.” We must get rid of these distorted concepts of God’s character. The God who loved us enough to die for us is not going to play games with our lives. We mean too much to him. Rather, we can claim his promise of Proverbs 3:5-6, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.” 

Third, related to this, we must not think that God’s will is necessarily something wild and bizarre. Many people are afraid of using their reason in determining God’s will. But we must recognize that God is not the author of confusion. When the Scripture says “Do not rely on your own insight,” it does not mean to kiss your brains good-by. Rather, the Holy Spirit illumines us and then guides our enlightened reason. It may be that he will lead us to do something that is contrary to our unenlightened reason, but the idea that his will is frequently bizarre is a very dangerous assumption.

Yet we always hear the stories, like of a lady who was wrestling with God’s will, and she said to the Lord in her car, “If it is Your will, may the light at this next corner stay green until I get there, and I will know it is Your will.” A man who was wrestling with God’s will said “Lord, if it is Your will, let my phone ring at ten twenty-one tonight, and I will know it is Your will.”

I like how the Jerusalem Council worded their conclusion in Acts 15:28, “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us…” More often than not, God’s will is going to make sense when we are truly seeking His guidance for our lives.

Fourth, we must guard very carefully against the subtle temptation to decide what we are going to do for God. This mistake is really critical. There is a vast difference between saying, “Lord, I’m going to be a businessman (or missionary or whatever) for you,” and asking, “Lord, what will you have me to do?” It sounds very spiritual to say, “I’m going to be a businessman for the Lord and make money and give it to the Lord’s work.” Or, “I’ll be a missionary for the Lord.” But the Lord has not asked you to decide what you are going to be. Rather, he has invited you to be a recruit and say to the Commander in Chief, “Here I am. Where in the battle line do you want me?”

An example of this is seen in Numbers 14. Moses had sent the twelve spies into Canaan, and when they reported back, ten of the twelve said that it couldn’t be done. The people accepted their word, ignoring Joshua and Caleb who believed the Lord would give them the land, and in response God told the people that He would not give them the Promised Land, but He would give it to their children. Picking up the story in verse 40,

Early the next morning they went up toward the high hill country. “We have sinned,” they said. “We will go up to the place the Lord promised.” 

But Moses said, “Why are you disobeying the Lord’s command? This will not succeed! Do not go up, because the Lord is not with you. You will be defeated by your enemies, for the Amalekites and Canaanites will face you there. Because you have turned away from the Lord, he will not be with you and you will fall by the sword.” 

Nevertheless, in their presumption they went up toward the high hill country, though neither Moses nor the ark of the Lord’s covenant moved from the camp. Then the Amalekites and Canaanites who lived in that hill country came down and attacked them and beat them down all the way to Hormah.

They told the Lord what they would do, and they were soundly defeated!

Fifth, we must guard against the temptation to take Bible verses out of context to get God’s will. Some people treat the Bible as a book of magic. You have probably heard of the fellow who sits beside the window, and a strong breeze blows the pages, and he puts his finger on a verse. The first verse he finds is, “Judas went out and hanged himself.” He does it again, and he finds the next verse. “Go thou and do likewise.” Completely in disarray he does it one more time and finds, “Whatsoever thou doest, do quickly.”

On rare occasions, God will take a verse that has no specific application to you and give you a message through it, but this is the exception rather than the rule. The basic biblical principle is to interpret and understand the Bible in context. When this is violated, God gets blamed for all kinds of things that are merely human stupidity.
 And also remember that most of the will of God is already found in the Word of God. His will cannot violate His Word. If we think a verse is telling us to do something that is elsewhere forbidden in the Bible, it cannot be the will of God for us.

Sixth, we must avoid the mistake of thinking that we can be sure we are in the will of God if everything is moonlight and roses, if we have no problems or stress. Frequently, just when we take a step of obedience, the bottom falls out of everything. Then only the confidence that we are in the will of God keeps us going.

Never forget the incident recorded in Mark 4. The disciples, at the Lord’s specific command, had gotten into a boat to head across the Sea of Galilee. After they took this step in obedience to the Lord, the storm broke loose and they thought they were going to lose their lives. But Jesus said to them, “Don’t be faithless, but believing.”

In Mark 5 Jairus came to our Lord saying, “My daughter’s sick. Will you come heal her?” The Lord said he would, and Jairus’ spirit soared. But on the way, some lady, who had had a medical problem for twelve years and who surely could have waited another two hours, interrupted them and Jesus became involved with her. Jairus’ servants came and said, “Look, don’t bother him any longer. Your daughter has died.” Jairus, who had done what was right—had gotten the answer from the Lord, had followed his will and obeyed—must have been crushed in bitter, despair. But our Lord’s words to him come to us as well in similar circumstances: “Do not fear. Only believe.” The test of whether you are in the will of God is not how rosy your circumstances are, but whether you are obeying him.

Following God’s will does not mean life will be easy on the other side. So often we romanticize the opportunities God presents us with, and we think, Man, if God just opens the door for me, it will all be success, glory, ease, joy… Think about this. Of course God opens doors for people all through the Bible. From Abraham on, it’s just this story of God calling one person after another.

But when in the Bible does God ever give anybody an easy job? When does God ever call somebody, set before them an open door, and say to them, “This won’t inconvenience you much. You can polish this task off in a couple of minutes. I don’t really want it to be a burden on you”? Never. God never says it will be easy. What he does say is “I will go with you.”

God comes to Noah. He says, “I want you to leave everything. I want you to build an ark. You’re going to face ridicule and hostility. You’re going to face judgment. You’re going to face a decimated planet. You’re going to face a flood, but I will be with you, Noah, and I’ll give you a sign —a rainbow. Every time you see that rainbow, you’ll know you’re not alone.”

Noah says, “Wow. I’ll go.”

God comes to Abraham and says, “I want you to leave everything familiar —your home, your culture, your safety, your security, your language. I want you to go to a place I will show you, but I will be with you, and I will give you a sign that I will be with you. It’s called circumcision.”

And Abraham says, “Noah got a rainbow. Couldn’t it be, like, a secret handshake or a decoder ring or something like that?”

God never says it’s going to be easy, but sometimes people will deceive themselves that they are being “spiritual” when they are really doing anxiety management: “I just don’t feel peace about it.” If “having peace about it” were the ultimate criterion for testing God’s will, nobody in the Bible would have done anything God asked. When in the Bible does God ever tell someone like Moses, “Go to Pharaoh,” or David, “Face Goliath,” or Daniel, “Go into a lion’s den,” or Esther, “Face Haman,” and have somebody say, “Yes, Lord. I feel peace about that”? Peace lies on the other side of obedience, on the other side of the door, not this side. Peace does not lie in getting God to give me other circumstances. Peace lies in finding God in these circumstances. “I’ve got a peaceful easy feeling” is an Eagles’ song, not a Bible verse.

While we’re visiting these heroes of the Bible, it’s a good moment to reflect. If you’re facing something really hard—something hard in ministry, something hard in volunteering, a challenge, discouragement, not having the results you wanted —you are not alone. You are not the first person in the history of God’s mission to have a hard assignment. Just know you’re not at the end of your story yet.

Finally, I want to suggest that each of us should avoid the mistake of thinking that if we have ever knowingly and deliberately disobeyed the Lord, we are forever thrown on the ash heap, can never do the Lord’s will and are doomed to “second best.” God has the most wonderful ways of reweaving the strands of our lives. He takes us where we are when we come to him in confession and repentance and uses us fully again. Our disobedience did not take him by surprise, and his grace reaches right to us.

We know Jonah because he was swallowed by a whale (or great fish). But that’s not what his story is primarily about. It is the story of a second chance. It is the story of God’s forgiveness. We see a man who saw the futility of running from God and was given another opportunity for service.
 One of my favorite verses of the Bible is Jonah 3:1, “And the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time.” He wasn’t finished with Jonah, even after the prophet made a series of choices in direct violation of God’s will! 

Jesus told many stories about people who made wrong choices. One is about a character who has become known as the Prodigal Son. He chooses to leave his home, waste his inheritance, and dishonor his father. But when he comes to his senses, he is ready for guidance. “Recalculating route. Execute a U-turn.”

He assumes that he’ll be stuck with plan B for the rest of his life—”I don’t deserve to be treated like a son anymore; I’ll just live from now on as a hired hand”—but his father has no intention of letting him settle for a plan B.

All of our choices have consequences. For the Prodigal Son, he will never have the time he spent wallowing with pigs back. But that doesn’t mean he’s stuck with plan B. He just has a new plan A. God specializes in improvisation. He loves to throw parties for prodigals who come home.

John Mark is another good example. He seemed to have blown it when he started out on a missionary trip with Paul. At the first stop he left and headed back for Jerusalem. You will remember that Paul and Barnabas had such a hassle over whether John Mark should go with them again on the next trip that Paul and Barnabas separated. But it seems that Mark was redeemed by God and redeemed himself and later had a full and fruitful ministry that Paul later commended.

When you are feeling bad and know you have sinned and blown it, remember Peter, too. He denied the Lord. But our Lord took hold of him, restored him and made him a great apostle who has given us a part of the Word of God.

God isn’t in the business of rejecting people who make wrong choices; he’s in the business of redeeming them. If only people who made correct choices were used by God, the Bible would be a much shorter book, and Jesus would be the only character.

The real question isn’t about if I make a wrong decision; it’s about when I make a wrong decision. And the answer is that as soon as I surrender my will, God will recalculate my route and welcome me home.

God is ready to give you a second chance to follow His call for your life. True, years may have passed, and your circumstances may be different. Maybe you can’t go back and take the opportunities once open to you.
 But God is not finished with you. And He doesn’t just have “Plan B” or “Plan C” or “Plan Z” either! 

One of the classic verses regarding God’s will for our lives is Jeremiah 29:11, “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.” We might imagine that God directed those words to a young man or woman on the brink of adulthood, with their whole life in front of them. Not so! Let’s read that verse in its context, beginning with verse 10,

This is what the Lord says: “When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my gracious promise to bring you back to this place. 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. Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. I will be found by you,” declares the Lord, “and will bring you back from captivity.  I will gather you from all the nations and places where I have banished you,” declares the Lord, “and will bring you back to the place from which I carried you into exile.” 

God says this to a people who have blown it over and over and over again. Yes, there were consequences for their actions—very painful consequences—but when they returned to the Lord, they discovered that He still had a wonderful plan for their lives.

The same is true for each of us. Wherever you are, whatever you’ve experienced, God has a plan. It may begin today if you allow Him full control of your life. It won’t be something bizarre or awful or dreadful. Knowing God’s will and living it is the best possible existence there is! He is waiting for you.
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