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DIVINE GUIDANCE: KNOWING GOD’S WILL
INTRODUCTION TO SUMMER SEMINARS

Welcome to the first of our 2016 Summer Seminars. Let me briefly explain why we do these Summer Seminars, and I propose three reasons:



1. First, the summer can often be a spiritual and intellectual wasteland for Christians. There are so many ball games, trips, picnics, and vacations to fit in that serious thinking and study often get crowded out. Witness the decreased church attendance and the general laid back laziness of summer. These Summer Seminars are one small attempt to counteract this destructive dynamic.


2. Second, there are many important subjects that cry out to be addressed. Some of these timely due to cultural developments such as transgenderism, which we will consider in July. Others are of perpetual interest and importance like our subject for this evening, or anger management which we will address in two weeks, or marriage which we will consider in August. I believe the proper subject for worship is the systematic study of God’s Word and whatever subjects arise from Scripture. But from time to time it can be helpful to address topical subjects in other venues like we are doing here.


3. The third reason is a semi-personal reason. Through my reading and observation, I run across important matters that may not fit very well into my regular teaching and preaching, and so where do I fit these in? And even more, I see God’s people wrestling with various practical issues, or stumbling because of poor teaching, and so some of these need addressing as well. 


So that’s my defense, and whether you buy it or not, you are here, so let’s get started. 

INTRODUCTION 
 
A. I want to begin this evening by telling three true stories which I think highlight various aspects of our subject of Divine Guidance or Knowing God’s Will. I gave this as the title to my seminar: “God’s Guidance: Does God Require Me to Discern His Personal Will for My Life?”

1. The first story is about a young man I’ll call “Jack.” Jack was a college graduate with a degree in education, but he was working at a rather menial job that did not really employ his gifts and skills. When I asked him why he was working at that job and not something more suitable, he told me that he just did not know what God wanted to do with his life. So he was waiting for God to show him or tell him what he was supposed to do with his life. When I asked him how he expected God to communicate this to him, he was very unclear. But he didn’t want to make a misstep and so he was simply waiting for God to reveal his will to him.

I briefly presented the content of this seminar to Jack. I asked him if he understood all that I said, and he said that he did. But then he said, “But I just don’t know what God wants me to do with my life.”  


2. The second true story is about a man I’ll call “John.” John started seminary with me in a north suburb of Chicago. We lived in the same dorm together. And as we talked one day, John shared with me his belief that God had selected a certain life-partner for every Christian who was perfectly suited for them, and that God would somehow guide us to that person. This was not a new idea to me, but I had not heard it expressed as clearly or emphatically as John presented it. I asked John a question, “Since we are all sinners and make mistakes, is it possible that some might not find their ideal life’s partner?” John assured me that many, many Christians did not carefully follow God’s direction and often married the wrong person. Since they missed God’s first-best, they would have to settle for second-best. 

I asked John another question. Do you think it’s possible that your appointed life-partner may have missed God’s will and married someone else already? John seemed stunned. I continued, “And so, no fault of your own, you now must settle for God’s second-best. And even more, the person who married your first-best also missed their true first-best, and so their first-best must now settle for their second-best, no fault of their own.” I continued, “And it seems to me that this whole thing became mixed up long ago, and so now you and I can only hope to marry our ten thousandth-best.” 


John thought for a bit. To his credit, he immediately said, “What I believed cannot be true!”


3. The third story is one that my wife related to me. When she was in college she attended a Christian campus ministry group, and a fellow student I’ll call “Jen” told about God’s direction in her life. Jen said that one day God told her to get on a campus bus. When she had ridden for a while, God told her to get off. Then God told her to walk a few blocks. Then God told her to enter a building. It was either a Mormon church building or a Jehovah’s Witnesses Kingdom Hall. Then God told her to walk through the whole building and touch every door knob. I don’t know if she had to touch the inside and outside of each doorknob. And she never said whether or not God had told her why she was to touch each doorknob. Presumably, God then told her to get on a bus and go home. 

I. CONFUSION ABOUT DIVINE GUIDANCE.


A. Each of these stories, I think, helps to illustrate the practical problems that arise when we receive bad, that is, unbiblical teaching. Jack was paralyzed with inactivity waiting on a personal word of direction from God. John would have found himself sentenced to a second-best life: wrong spouse, wrong house, wrong kids, wrong job, wrong friends, wrong church. And Jen, well, I’m not sure what happened to Jen, but, at the time, she was living a very strange life, one that we do not find described and certainly not prescribed in God’s Word:  a list of daily instructions somehow delivered by God, moment by moment direction for every detail of life. 


B. So what’s going on here? Why is there this confusion about divine guidance and the will of God? 


First, I would grant absolute sincerity to all. Every faithful Christian desires to obey God. To be a Christian is to be under new management. We are no longer our own, but belong, body and soul, in life and in death, to our faithful Savior Jesus Christ, and we actively obey him as Lord, moment by moment. 


The problem real comes in faulty teaching specifically regarding God’s will (or wills): what it is and what it is not. 


Let me share with you some helpful resources: before we commence our study. 

1. Kevin De Young has written an entertaining little book on this subject that I recommend: Just Do Something: A Liberating Approach to Finding God's Will. It is brief and engaging, clear and biblical, though I don’t agree with it completely.


2. Bible scholar Bruce Waltke has written a book called Finding the Will of God: a Pagan Notion? He compares this practice to one described in the Bible called “divination,” always condemned in Scripture. He is correct that often supposedly “finding God’s will” is a demand to know the future instead of living faithfully and leaving the future up to God. 

3. R. C. Sproul who is usually trustworthy on anything is a bit disappointing. He wrote on this subject in his book, Following Christ. But I find his counsel inconsistent and confusing, which is hard for me to say about such an accomplished teacher like Sproul. 

4. Sinclair Ferguson has written a book called Discovering God’s Will. It also is excellent except for one important point that I will explain in the course of our study. Ordinarily ANYTHING written by Sinclair Ferguson is about the best you can find. 


5. J.I. Packer has written a chapter on Finding God’s will in helpful book Hot Tub Religion. But it, too, suffers from the same flaw as Ferguson’s. 


6. The best book to my mind is an older book by Garry Friesen called Decision Making and the Will of God: A Biblical Alternative to the Traditional View. I heard Garry Friesen address this subject in chapel my first year of seminary. I bought the book and devoured it. It was the clearest and most helpful presentation I had every found and remains that the top of the stack. 


So let’s jump right in.

II. THE WILLS OF GOD

A. When we think about the will of God as the Bible describes it, we must first back up and discuss the “wills” of God, for the will of God is spoken of in different ways. There are different aspects of God’s will.

1. For example, the Bible talks about God’s will in terms of everything that God has determined or willed to take place, and that includes absolutely everything. This is what we mean when we speak of God’s “sovereignty”: God reigns, God rules over all, God is working out his plan in all things, history is literally “his story.” 


We find this will of God described all through Scripture. Let’s just look at one place: Ephesians 1:

  
“3Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love 5he predestined us for adoption through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 6to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. 7In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, 8which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight 9making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ 10as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. 
11In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will, 12so that we who were the first to hope in Christ might be to the praise of his glory. 

This will of God is often called God’s “decretive” or “secret” will. It has been decreed by God from all eternity and it is secret or hidden because God does not tell us his will. It only comes to light as God unfolds his will in time: whatever God has ordained to happen. The Presbyterian and Reformed branch of the church has most clearly acknowledged God’s sovereign, decretive, secret will, and it is summarized by the Westminster Shorter Catechism: 
Q. 7. What are the decrees of God?

A. The decrees of God are, his eternal purpose, according to the counsel of his will, whereby, for his own glory, he hath foreordained whatsoever comes to pass. 


2. God’s will is described in another way in Scripture, God’s moral will. God has declared that which is right and wrong, that which pleases and displeases him, and that in his Law, his Ten Commandments, and all of the Scriptural commentary on God’s Law. The Apostle Paul speaks of God’s will in this way in 1 Thessalonians 4. Now you can envision a young person stumbling upon this verse for the first time. This young believer wants to know what God’s will is, what God wants her to do with her life. And she reads this in 1 Thessalonians 4:3: “For this is the will of God….” “At last!” she says, “I’m about to discover God’s will for my life!” She reads on For this is the will of God… your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality….” “Okay, well, that’s not quite what she was expecting.” She was hoping that God would tell her to be a missionary or teacher or stay-at-home mom, whom to marry, where to live, and so forth. But God’s will for her life as Paul describes it here is exactly the same as for every other believer: “sanctification,” growing in grace and holy living, obeying God’s revealed will. 


This is often called God’s “preceptive” will, his “moral” will, his “revealed” will. And these two wills of God are both described in Deuteronomy 29:29: “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.”
III. GOD’S INDIVIDUAL WILL?


A. But some allege that God has a third will for us. God has an “individual” will with all of his intended details for our lives, and that we are responsible to discover or to discern this will for our lives. And here’s where they run into problems immediately, chiefly in the realms of the “what” and the “how.” 

1. The “what” refers to the extent to which we must discern God’s will for our individual lives and follow it. Now, I do not at all agree with this view, but for those who teach it, this becomes a serious problem. Most would agree that we must discern God’s will at least for the big three: family, work, and location. But what about the details? 


Does God have an individual will regarding what kind of car we drive (a Ford, of course!), and which particular car on the lot we are to choose? Does God have an individual will we must discover regarding such trivial things as to which pair of socks we are to select this morning from the sock drawer and which to put on what foot? Most would scoff at this, but they really cannot answer decisively which decisions rise to the level of our need to discern or to discover God’s will. 


2. The other problem is in the “how” department. If God has an individual will for every believer, a road map charted out from before they were born, a map they most carefully follow lest they make a misstep and then have to settle for God’s second-best (or forty-second best) for their life, HOW does God communicate that specific and individual will? How are we to discern it? And here again there is little agreement among those who teach this as to how we are to discern this individual will. 


B. There are many recommended ways, but let me just mention the three most common supposed “signposts,” and they are alliterated, all starting with “W”: God’s Word, God’s Works of Providence, and God’s Inward Witness through the Holy Spirit. If all of the three (some say there are five or seven) signposts line up, then you know that God is telling you what to do. You have discerned God’s “will.” That sounds very clever and spiritual, almost biblical, but let’s examine each.


1. Nobody would argue with the notion that we must obey God’s Word, the Bible. If God commands something we must do it. Adultery, lying, stealing, and worshiping false gods are all forbidden in God’s Word. They oppose God’s revealed, moral will. All biblical Christians would agree with this.


But…these folks ask something more from God’s Word. They want specific instructions on non-moral decisions: which person to marry, which car to drive, and which pair of socks to wear (or to wear sandals, but, of course, God would never tell us to wear socks with sandals!). And in this, they often fall into the misuse or twisting of Scripture. And let me give you a few examples. 


The first is from a book I read long ago by Peter Jenkins, a very entertaining series of books called Walk Across America. Peter Jenkins was a restless young man who decided to walk across America starting out from his parents’ home in Connecticut. Along the way some people shared Christ with him, and he became a believer. While in the deep south along the Gulf Coast he met a young Pentecostal woman named Barbara. They fell in love, and they attended a revival meeting where the preacher preached on the text from Genesis 24:58 “’Will you go with this man?’ And she said, ’I will go.’”  They took this as personal direction from God’s Word that they were marry, and she was to accompany him on his continued walk across America.


But is this the meaning of this text? No, it is not. God’s Word was addressing Rebekah, not Barbara. She was reading Rebekah’s mail and mistakenly applying it to herself. With this kind of misuse of Scripture, we can convince ourselves of anything.


A second example of the misuse of Scripture for the sake of “guidance” is found in a very popular, but very unhelpful book on God’s will called Experiencing God. Sadly, I fear this book, while making the authors rich, also misled many people. The author related a story in which his young daughter became very ill. Suddenly a Scripture text came to mind, John 11:4, where Jesus says, “This sickness will not end in death.” He took that text as a personal word from God that his daughter would recover, and she did. This supposedly proved that God’s speaks personal messages through the Bible. But, again, this is a dreadful misuse of Scripture. In the text, Jesus was speaking of his friend Lazarus, not Henry Blackaby’s daughter. 


A third instance of the misuse of Scripture is related by J.I. Packer in the chapter on “Guidance: How God Leads Us” in his book Hot Tub Religion. He tells of a friend, preacher and teacher Alan Stibbs. “After promising to serve a church in northern England, [he] was invited to an attractive post in South Wales. He read in Isaiah 43:6, ‘I will say to the north, Give up’ (RSV) and got the idea that God was promising him providentially to terminate his prior commitment so as to free him to do what he felt he most wanted to do. When this did not happen, Alan looked again at this text and saw that it goes on: ‘and to the south, Do not withhold.’ He realized that the verse concerns the gathering of God’s people from all over following the exile, and that he had been fooling himself with his original fancy.” (113-114)

2. The second so-called “signpost” is “God’s works in providence.” God controls what happens in his world (which we all agree upon) and by his works he signals us what we are to do (which I do not agree with). Those who teach this then talk about God’s “closing and opening doors.” Personally, I always found that confusing. How can you tell whether or not God is actually closing a door, or is merely testing your resolve? So you are convinced that God is calling you into missions, but you encounter some setbacks along the way. Is God closing the door and so directing you otherwise? Or is God simply preparing you to persevere through hardship? And then some say that “when God closes a door he also opens a window,” which only confuses the matter further. 


And what other works of providence might God use to tell you his individual will? Perhaps in one day you see a map of India, you notice on Facebook a person in Indian dress, and your friend invites you to dinner and serves Indian food. Is God trying to tell you something? Or is it just coincidence, and God really wants you to go to Africa, but you are to slow or too blind or too distracted or disobedient to read this signs or take the hints in order to discern or to discover God? And how can you know?

3. The third so-called “signpost” is “God’s inward witness through his Holy Spirit.” And if you thought the first two were problematic, this one is nearly impossible. This one is in the realm of impressions, feelings, and nudges. But those who teach this stuff always caution against following your feelings or being misled by emotions or false impressions. And they will often give certain “tests” to discern which are true impressions and which are false impressions. So now we not only have to discern God’s individual will from among all the choices of life, but we also have to discern which feelings, impressions, or nudges are legitimate and which are not. 

James Dobson who used to teach this stuff warns against false impressions saying that when he graduated with his PhD he had the distinct feeling or impression that God was telling him that within a few days someone close to him would die. But it didn’t happen. And so, he said, we must learn to discern between false impressions and true impressions (I think this was in a book called, Emotions: Can You Trust Them?)


These folks will all caution you not to expect to see a vision or hear a voice from heaven or to hear from God through some vivid dream. What’s remarkable is that on the relatively rare occasions when God did give certain individuals specific guidance in Scripture, it was almost always in an unmistakable way like this: a vision, a voice, a dream, or an angelic messenger. What we actually do not find in Scripture is any clear example of God giving an impression, a nudge, or a feeling as these folks so confidently recommend!


C. And then, in order to make a decision, we must have these three or five or seven signposts all line up. If only a few line up, then we are taking a gamble, and we may end up badly suffering all of life with God’s second-or forty-second best for our life, all because were too distracted or too disobedient or two dumb to discern God’s individual will for our lives. Simple stuff, right? 

IV. THE ORIGIN OF THE “INDIVIDUAL WILL.” 

A. It is my contention and the contention of many others that this matter of discerning God’s individual will is a pure phantom, a complete figment of the imagination nowhere taught in Scripture. If so, then where did it come from? J.I. Packer rightly chuckles that Garry Friesen calls this false view “the traditional view.” Packer notes that it is only about 150 years old and that prior to that time, virtually no one in the Christian world ever thought or spoke in these terms. They clearly understood that God has a secret, sovereign will, his plan for all things, and that God has revealed his moral will for how we are to please him. But this notion of the individual will is a complete innovation unknown in God’s Word. 


Likewise Bruce Waltke chalks this error up to faulty logic. “Their thinking goes like this: ‘God has a plan, and therefore He intends that I find it.” That is a non sequitur, a conclusion that cannot follow from the premise. Simply because God has a plan does not mean that He necessarily has any intention of sharing it with you: as a matter of fact the message of Job is in part that the Lord in his sovereignty may allow terrible things to happen to you and you may never know why.”(15)


B. It is true that God spoke to individuals in Scripture and sometimes gave them very detailed directions on where to go, what to do, and what to say to whom. But these were clearly the exception, not the rule, and that most often God’s people made decisions based on ordinary criteria: what does God tell all of us about right and wrong, and what would be the wisest course of action in this matter? An author named Greg Koukl has carefully studied every decision recorded in the book of Acts, for example, and he found that there were only a few instances of clear, divine communication through visions, angels, or prophecies, but that most often the apostles simply made decisions based on what seemed to them to be the wisest course of action. What is completely lacking from the book of Acts is any decision made on some inward impression, nudge, or feeling. Zero.


C. What’s more, we are never commanded to seek any inward impression, nudge, or feeling. “What about the inward witness of the Holy Spirit?” you say. Well, let’s look at the text that speaks of this from Romans 8:15-17: “15For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” 16The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him.” 

   
The context is so helpful. This is not talking about guidance, about choosing one house or the other, one spouse or the other, one car or the other, but about God’s wonderful assurance of salvation. So to talk about the inward witness of the Spirit in terms of guidance is really a misuse of Scripture. 

And even more, there is no command in the New Testament that requires us to discern God’s will for our lives. 


But let’s take a couple of often misquoted examples.


One is Colossians 1:9: “And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased to pray for you, asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understandin….” So there it is! Paul prays that they all might know God’s individual will for their lives: which job to choose, which person to marry, which donkey to ride, and so forth. No, that’s not what Paul is talking about at all. You need to keep reading “10so as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God.” Paul is praying for their knowledge of God’s moral will, that which pleases him.  


We find the same thing in Ephesians 5:17: “Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.” Without any context one might imagine that this requires that we somehow discern God’s individual will for our lives. But when you do place it into context, the meaning is abundantly clear: 

“15Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, 16making the best use of the time, because the days are evil. 17Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. 18And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, 19addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with all your heart, 20giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ….”
V. EXPLAINING THE CLAMOR FOR DIRECT, DIVINE GUIDANCE.

A. So if this notion of the individual will of God is not taught in Scripture, then why is this false teaching so popular?


Kevin DeYoung suggests five possible reasons: 

1. We want to please God, a good reason!

2. Some of us are timid, afraid of making a misstep.

3. We want perfection. We want life to go well. 

4. We have too many choices.
5. We are cowards. We want nothing bad to happen.


B. I don’t disagree with any of these but would suggest the reasons could be distilled into three.

1. The first is ignorance. We have not studied the Scriptures for ourselves. Instead we have imbibed some bad teaching from Henry Blackaby or James Dobson or others like them. We may want to please God and think that he requires us to “read the tea leaves” and discern his individual will. But we are always searching for a phantom that does not exist, and so we are either hesitant or frustrated, paralyzed like my friend “Jack.” Or we are deluded, imagining that God is sending us secret messages like “Jen.” 


2. The second reason we want God’s detailed blueprint for all the decisions of life is fear. We fear the terrifying specter of living all of life with God’s second (or forty-second!) best for our lives. What a terrible way to live. If you are married, I want you to turn to your spouse and tell him or her, “You are probably God’s second-best for my life?” (NO, DON’T DO THAT!) And think about your children if you have children: “Kids, I love you and all that, but you probably should never have been born, and you are probably God’s second best for my life.” 

3. And the third reason in my view is pride, which is the flip side of fear. We are afraid that we will make a misstep, that we will make a wrong decision and not become “successful,” and that we will have to endure ridicule and scorn as a result. I heard a preacher warn against failing to discern God’s will correctly. He told of a young pastor, a fine preacher, he said, who was convinced that God was calling him to preach in inner city New York, a tough place. No one could dissuade him. And years later, this preacher said he saw that man preaching to a handful in a drab storefront church in New York City. See, that was proof that he had failed to correctly discern God’s will, right? Oh, so worldly success, nickels and noses, the A-B-Cs of Attendance, Buildings, and Cash, that’s the true measure of God’s blessing? 


C. What all of this reveals, though, is a faulty and unbiblical view of God, a perspective that greatly dishonors God, I fear. 



This God is immature and childish and likes to play guessing games. He leaves little clues for us, like a children’s birthday party treasure hunt, and then mocks us and punishes us when we fail to find a clue or misinterpret his direction. 


Or this God is vindictive and cruel. He cannot wait for us to make a misstep, only to pounce on us and pronounce that we are now cursed to live all of live with his second-best, when we could have had his first-best, but were too stubborn or too stupid to find it.


Or this God is, well, kind of inept. This God has this wonderful, perfect plan all mapped out for us, but is somehow too clumsy or too careless to communicate it clearly enough for all of us to get it. Lot of good a perfect plan is when the Originator cannot tell us clearly what it is. 


This God is clearly NOT our heavenly Father who loves us for the sake of his Son and showers upon us all of the riches and blessings of Christ as his dear children.  


D. Perhaps you will tell me of instances where people tried to discern God’s will, and they thought they had found it, and it went well with them. Doesn’t this prove that God has an individual will for our lives and that we must find it.


Let me tell you a story like this, just as it was told to me, and you then consider whether this proves anything. 


So a pastor had received a call to another church. But try as he might, he just could not discern God’s will for his life. The signposts he looked to did not line up to give direction either way. So how could he choose? What if he took a wrong turn and missed God’s best for his life? What if he and his family then had to suffer for years under God’s “second-best” (and how would you feel as a church if the pastor told you that you were God’s second-best?!). So here’s what he felt God was calling him to do. He wrote two letters to the calling church, one accepting the call, one declining the call. He then sealed them in identical envelopes and placed them on his desk. Then he instructed his secretary to select one or the other completely at random and immediately mail it. And God would reveal his will in this way. The person who told me this story said that she selected the “accept” letter at random. The pastor and family moved, and the new call went very well. So that proved it, God revealed his will.


Do you buy that explanation? I don’t. The fatal assumption, apart from the unbiblical notion that God has an individual will we must discover or discern, is that he could have done well in only one of the churches. But what if, as I will explain after the break, God promises to bless us in the lawful decisions we make, that God gives us the freedom, and we really can’t go wrong? What if this pastor could have left or stayed, and God would have blessed him either way? I think that’s a much more biblical view on this subject. 

The reason all of this is so important to me is that as a young person I was taught this individual will stuff, and it paralyzed me. I had enormous trouble making decisions because believed I was tasked with finding something that wasn’t there. And it wasn’t until my first year in seminary that I heard Garry Friesen unravel all of this for me. And that’s what we’ll look into after the break.

VI. THE WAY OF WISDOM.

A. There is a better way, a more biblical and practical way than the way of “discerning God’s individual will.” 


God does continue to speak to us continually through the proper study and interpretation of his Word. In fact, God has said all he intends to say to us in his Word. The Word of God written is fully sufficient for life and godliness and for ordering the worship and work of his church. 


Jesus authorized his apostles to be his official spokesmen. Their witness has been recorded in the New Testament, and the last of the apostles has died over 1,800 years ago. Who today could now speak with that apostolic authority? No one. 


In the book of Hebrews opens with the anticipation of God’s direct communication closing.    
“1Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 2but 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 world.”



Note the contrast there. Long ago God spoke in various ways, but “in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son….” “Has spoken” has a ring and a grammatical tense of finality about it. God has spoken, and his word stands—he will say no more. 


The Westminster Confession of Faith echoes this text and clarifies its intent. 


“1. Although the light of nature, and the works of creation and providence do so far manifest the goodness, wisdom, and power of God, as to leave men inexcusable; yet they are not sufficient to give that knowledge of God, and of his will, which is necessary unto salvation. Therefore it pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in divers manner, to reveal Himself, and to declare that His will unto His Church; and afterwards, for the better preserving and propagating of the truth, and for the more sure establishment and comfort of the Church against the corruption of the flesh, and the malice of Satan and of the world, to commit the same wholly unto writing: which maketh the Holy Scripture to be most necessary; those former ways of God's revealing His will unto His people being now ceased.” 


So, when it comes to understanding God’s direction or guidance, we must expect no more revelation from God, no more personal directions or instructions or secret messages from God.


B. Garry Friesen describes the “traditional view” of God’s guidance (which is really a new and novel way of understanding) as “the dot method.” 

So within the realm of all possible choices, only some fall within God’s revealed will. Sinful choices are illegitimate. But there are many choices that are neither moral nor immoral, but are indifferent. So should we have potatoes or Stove Top stuffing with our chicken? There is no violation of any commandment involved in this decision. 


The dot view would say that God has only one right move in any time of decision and we must discern or discover it. But what if God has something else in view? What if God gives us freedom? So we could have potatoes or stuffing OR rice or sweet potatoes or steamed veggies! What if we do not need to discover God’s phantom, individual will for our life when it comes to side dishes, because God gives us the liberty to choose. And what if there is no wrong choice, but God bids us to choose, and he declares that he will bless us in our choosing? 


And I maintain that this is clearly the case with God’s Word. Our Lord invites us to choose among the many good choices. And he will bless us. So he will bless the pastor who accepts the call and moves, and he will bless the pastor who declines the call and stays. God has a sovereign will in which he has planned out whatsoever comes to pass. We are to respect it when God’s sovereign plan interrupts our own. But we need not discern it, nor can we discern it, because it is God’s secret will. But God also has a moral will which he has revealed, and he requires us to stay within his moral will of obedience to his explicit commands. Deuteronomy 29:29 is often invoked as the description of these two wills of God: his secret and decretive will, and his revealed and preceptive will: “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.” That’s pretty clear, isn’t it?


C. So we are to make our plans, but we are to acknowledge that God is free to interrupt them. That’s what we find in James 4:13-17: “Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a profit”— 14yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. 15Instead you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.” 16As it is, you boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil. 17So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.” 

Notice the error that is corrected by James is not that they made plans, nor that they failed to discern God’s individual will for their lives, but that they boastfully thought themselves capable of achieving whatever they wanted, and forgot to acknowledge that God had the right to interrupt them. So we are to make our plans. But we are to acknowledge that the Lord rules over all.


D. Now there is one other biblical dynamic to making good decisions and that is the matter of wisdom. So even though we may have freedom to do anything that does not violate God’s moral law, some choices may be better than others, and we are to consult all of God’s Word, and the wisdom of other believers in order to make the wisest choice we can. 


1 Corinthians 10:23-24: “All things are lawful,” but not all things are helpful. “All things are lawful,” but not all things build up. 24Let no one seek his own good, but the good of his neighbor.”


If, for example, you notice that accountants make a lot of money but you are terrible at figures and hate doing your taxes, well, okay, you may have the liberty to become an accountant if you wish, but would that be wise? What is it about an occupation that you hate and are not good at that would make you think you should pursue that path? Wisdom would certainly seem to dictate otherwise. 


And several of these books by Sinclair Ferguson and J.I. Packer and R.C. Sproul are excellent about discussing biblical principles of wisdom, and I commend them to you. My one complaint is that they seem a little unclear. They talk about God’s “guidance,” but they do not clearly state what God guides us to. And they leave open the misunderstanding that God guides us to the DOT, to discern that phantom, individual will, to the one choice that we must make while all other choices are wrong, sinful, even (potatoes, NOT Stove Top stuffing!). If they had only said that God guides us into making wise or good decisions, I would agree wholeheartedly.


E. Kevin DeYoung summarizes three pillars if you will of this way of wisdom: Scripture, Counsel, and Prayer.


1. Scripture refers not to seeking specific directions for decisions (potatoes or stuffing?), but rather to the renewing of the mind which leads to godly character and understanding of a life that pleases God. 


2. Seeking Counsel means that we recognize that God has given biblical wisdom to others and so we entrust our plans to them for their inspection. The best counselor knows both the Word of God and also knows you.


3. Prayer is not for the purpose of receiving an impression, nudge, or feeling that will direct us to the one right option. Rather, we pray for wisdom, for a godly mind and a holy heart that desires to please God above all.


And then… MAKE A DECISION! And we do so in the joyful confidence that our heavenly Father loves us for the sake of his Son, and that he will bless us in our choosing. 


F. Let’s take a test case, one of the big three: spouse, house, and vocation. 


What would the way of wisdom teach us about making decisions regarding marriage?


Well, first we must ask if marriage is a moral decision, that is, if God governs marriage by his revealed will, his law? And the answer is “Yes, of course.” The Westminster Confession summarizes five criteria that must be met for marriage to be lawful. 

1. Of the opposite sex.

2. Not a close relative.

3. Free to be married.

4. Of age/mind of consent.

5. Sharing your faith in Christ.


Well, that would reduce the number of eligible candidates down a few hundred thousand, I suppose. Are there any other criteria? 

1. The Scriptures: What does the Scripture say about marriage in general? And is the other person committed to that view of marriage?


2. Counsel: Here’s where it would be helpful for you to have older, trusted Christians who can help you think through these important matters. This should include your Christian parents (who knows you better?). Our church also understands the elders of the church to be spiritual fathers who are able to offer wise, biblical counsel. 


3. Prayer. And, again, we are not praying for a nudge or a sign, but for a holy heart and mind that desires to please God above all. 


And then…MAKE A DECISION! In the confidence that your heavenly Father loves you and will bless you in your choosing. 


For St. Augustine, guidance from God seemed rather simple: “Love God and do what you please.” That’s because if you love God, what pleases you is what pleases the Lord. That succinctly describes the way of wisdom.

QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION

____________________________________________________________________________________________


