Sorting Out the Will of God


Book to Recommend
Garry Friesen with J. Robin Maxson, Decision Making & the Will of God, published by Multnomah Press, 1980, paperback.

God’s Will can be Known

Ephesians 5:17

Believers are held responsible for knowing the will of God for their lives. This assumes that the will of God for our lives can be identified in some objective way. Therefore, the will of God can be known.

Definition of How to Find the Will of God

Any decision that does not violate Scripture is in the will of God.

Sovereign Will
Definition

God’s secret plan that determines everything that happens in the universe.
(Friesen, Decision-Making and the Will of God, page 34.)

· Other names for the Sovereign Will are the Secret Will and the Decretive Will.

· The Sovereign Will of God is certain, secret (except for prophecy), and exhaustive.

Scriptural Evidence

Scripture that would defend the Sovereign Will of God:

· Ephesians 1:11
This verse states, “who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.”  It would seem to mean that in some sense our God orchestrates all things. 

· Romans 9:10-21
In a context that is discuss how men become part of the real people of God the apostle Paul makes the case that God determines who will become a believer before anyone does anything whether good or bad.

· Acts 4:27-28
Here the apostle Peter establishes two points of equal importance. God determines all things before they happen and this refers also to sinful acts. God also holds all men responsible for their actions.

· Proverbs 16:4,33
Here is seems to be quite clear our God determines the events that guarantee that the wicked will experience a “day of disaster.”
Problem of Evil

· If God determines all things ahead of time then how do we handle the problem of evil?

· Scripture teaches that in a way that we do not fully understand God is the first cause of all things. 

· Yet, when sin is committed only those who do the sin are blamed and responsible for it. 

Acts 4:27-28, Genesis 45:5, 1 Kings 22, 2 Samuel 24, 1 Chronicles 21
All Wise God Principle

· The God of Scripture is all-wise in all that he does. 

· God’s Sovereign plan is the best way for God to accomplish what he wants to do, otherwise he would do something else. 

Moral Will
Definition

God’s revealed commands in the Bible that teach how men ought to believe and live. 

(Friesen, Decision-Making and the Will of God, page 34.)

Other names for the Moral Will are the Revealed Will and the Preceptive Will.

Scriptural Evidence

Scripture that would defend the Moral Will of God:

1 Thessalonians 5:18, 2 Timothy 3:16-17, 1Thessalinians 4:8, Romans 12:2, Acts 20:27
Content of the Moral Will

· Believers are told to do what pleases the Lord and to live in a wise way. That which pleases the Lord has only been revealed in the Word of God. Ephesians 5:10,15, Romans 12:2
· The Moral Will of God applies to all areas of life that our God wants to reveal his will and the Bible fully reveals that will and is able to equip the believer for every good work. 

1 Corinthians 10:31, 2 Timothy 3:16-17

Moral Will in the Old Covenant Era

· The Moral Will in the Old Covenant era is called the Mosaic Law. John 1:17
· The Mosaic Law was not divided into moral, civil, and ceremonial aspects. Leviticus 19
· The Mosaic Law comes to an end at the close of the Old Covenant era. Ephesians 2:14-16
· The Mosaic Law is an insufficient version of God’s law in the New Covenant era. Hebrews 7:12
· The Ten Commandments are the summary of the Mosaic Law and are tied to the Old Covenant.

Exodus 34:28
· The Old Covenant is a works covenant and therefore the Ten Commandments are summary of the requirements of the Old Covenant. Exodus 19:1-8, Deuteronomy 28
· Ten Commandments in the New Covenant era are rejected as being the summary of a works covenant that can only produce condemnation and death. 2 Corinthians 3
· The Old Covenant was a temporary covenant that illustrated in picture form what Jesus was going to accomplish in the New Covenant. Hebrews 8:7-13
The Problem of Matthew 5:17-18

· Matthew 5:17-18 does not teach that the entire Mosaic Law continues until the 2nd Coming of Jesus Christ. It that were true then we would not find passages that clearly tell us that the law must be changed in the New Covenant era. Ephesians 2:14-16, Hebrews 7:12
· Matthew 5:17-18 is an explanation of Jesus fulfilling the historic purpose of the Old Covenant and the Mosaic Law by his death on the cross. 

· It is the cross of Jesus Christ that brought the Old Covenant era to an end and along with it the Mosaic Law and ushered in the New Covenant era. Hebrews 8:13, Matthew 27:51
· Since Pentecost we live in the times of fulfillment, the New Covenant era. 1 Corinthians 10:11
Moral Will in the New Covenant Era

· The Moral Will in the New Covenant era is called the Law of Christ. 

1 Corinthians 9:19-23, John 13:34-35

· The Law of Christ describes what we are to believe and do in the New Covenant era. 

· The Law of Christ is a higher version of God’s law than the Mosaic Law. Matthew 19:1-10
Does an Individual Will Exist?
Definition

God’s ideal, detailed life-plan uniquely designed for each person

(Friesen, Decision-Making and the Will of God, page 35.)

Proposed Scriptural Evidence for the Individual Will

1 Kings 19:9-13

· The context is God addressing Elijah on Mount Horeb when Elijah was running scared because of the threat by Jezebel.

· God uses an audible means to get Elijah’s attention so that he can talk with him.

· There is nothing in this passage that speaks of the Holy Spirit communicating to believers through an inner voice.

Colossians 3:15

· The context deals with how believers are to treat one another.

· The peace of Christ is treating people the way that Jesus would have treat them.

· This context has nothing to do with the feeling of peace determining whether or not we are in the will of God.

Romans 12:2

· The context is how believers are to live for Jesus Christ in light of the salvation that they have received.

· Everything in the rest of chapter 12 refers to the moral will or scripture that reveals how we are to live.

· The truth of verse 2 is that we are to replace our worldly thoughts with God’s thoughts. God’s thoughts are revealed in scripture, the moral will of God.

Proverbs 3:5-6
· Proverbs is written in the form of Hebrew poetry called parallelism.

· Parallelism in its simplest form restates a truth in other worlds. There are a number of different types of parallelism.

· Proverbs 3:1-6 says that same thing two different ways in each of the 6 verses

· In verses 1,3,5 Solomon is telling his hearers what to do and in verses 2,4,6, he is telling them what will happen to them if they do what they should do.

· The teaching of these verses is that if the hearer follows God’s commands then God will be good to them.

Problems with the Individual Will

· God does have a detailed plan for our lives, but that is called the Sovereign Will.

· We do not know the Sovereign Will until it happens (except for prophecy). Micah 5:2
· There does not exist a detailed plan for our lives that we are supposed to find.

· We are command to know and do the moral will of God. Ephesians 2:17
· The Individual Will does not exist.

Conclusion

There is no such thing in Scripture as the individual will that the believer is supposed to find. Our God does determine the details of our life but we are not responsible to find out what God’s plan for our life. We are only responsible to make decisions that do not violate Scripture in context.

Misunderstanding of the Role of the Holy Spirit

· There is an inaccurate understanding of the leading of the Holy Spirit. For it is taught that we must identify the Spirit’s leading and then follow it.

· This view misses the context of the two passages that speak of the leading of the Spirit. 

Romans 8:14, Galatians 5:18
Being Led by the Spirit

Romans 8:14

Characterization of an Unbeliever

The unbeliever is described as someone who is exhibiting a way of life that is not honoring to Jesus Christ. This lifestyle is evidence that someone is an unbeliever and therefore they will spend eternity in hell. Ephesians 2:3
Characterization of a Believer

The believer is described as someone who is exhibiting a way of life that is honoring to Jesus Christ. This lifestyle is evidence that someone is a believer and therefore they will spend eternity in heaven.

1 Corinthians 6:9-11
Galatians 5:18

Defining Living by the Spirit

· The role of the Holy Spirit, as the 3rd person of the Trinity, is to bring the elect to a saving faith and to cause him to become more and more Christ-like. John 3:8, John 16:12-15, 2 Corinthians 3:17-18
· To live by the Spirit is to do what the Spirit wants you to do. Since the role of the Spirit is to cause you to live for Jesus Christ we can describe living by the Spirit as living for Jesus Christ. 

Ephesians 5:18, Colossians 3:16

· Another way that you could describe living by the Spirit is to obey God’s word. Romans 12:2
Believer’s Struggle with Sin

· Romans 7 does not describe the believer’s struggle with the remaining evil in his life. Romans 7 describes what the law can and cannot do in the life of an unbeliever.

· The key verses in understanding Romans 7 are Romans 7:23 and Romans 8:2. 
· Romans 8:3-4 describe the relationship between chapter 7 and chapter 8.

· This side of heaven the believer will always struggle with sin until he dies. 

· There will never be a time when the believer will rise above his struggle with sin.                                                                 

Defining being Led by the Spirit

· The parallel passage of Galatians 5:18 is Romans 8:14.

· Every believer is controlled by the Spirit, which means that he cannot miss the changed life that Jesus purchased for him on the cross. Romans 8:1-9
· Every believer will persevere in the faith, or keep loving Jesus Christ until he dies, because he is being led by the Spirit into a changed life, which Jesus purchased for him. 

· The historical example of “being under law” is Israel under the Old Covenant. They, as an unbelieving people, were given the Ten Commandments and the rest of the Mosaic Law, and this resulted in the stirring up of their rebellion which resulted in the increase of their sin.

Romans 5:20, Romans 7:5
· The principle of law with the unbeliever works the same in all ages.

Leading of the Holy Spirit

· There is no place in Scripture where it describes the Holy Spirit as authoritatively guiding the believer through his feelings or circumstances. 1 Kings 19:11-13, Acts 16:6-10
· The Holy Spirit is leading every believer into a changed life that Jesus Christ purchased for him on the cross. Hebrews 10:14
· The leading of the Spirit in the life of the believer is opposite the work of the law in the life of the unbeliever. Galatians 5:18
· The context of these two passages describes what every believer will experience. That is, the Holy Spirit will lead each believer into a change life, and Jesus Christ purchased this changed life on the cross. Hebrews 10:14-18
Biblical Use of the Filling of the Spirit

Key Passage

Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.
Ephesians 5:18 (NIV)
An Experience
 Acts 4:8, Acts 4:31
· Both of these accounts in the book of Acts describe being Spirit-Filled as an experience. It is as if the Lord simply dumped an experience on the believers.
· This experience was unique and nothing in Scripture tells that the believer should ever expect to experience this filling of the Spirit.
· An experience by definition is not something that you can be told to do. It simply happens.
A Way of Life

 Acts 6:3-4, Ephesians 5:18
· Both passages describe the filling of the Spirit as a way of life.
· Both passages describe the filling of the Spirit as something that believers can control.
Definition of the filling of the Spirit in Ephesians 5:18
· The filling of the Spirit is a phrase that describes a believer who is living for Jesus Christ.
· The believer is an incurable God-lover.
· A believer who is consciously disobeying his Lord would not be Spirit-Filled.
Understanding the Tense of Ephesians 5:18
In the original Greek the “be filled with the Spirit” is in the present command tense. Unlike English Greek tense speaks more about kind of action. In this passage the idea would be more like “keep on being filled as you have been.” 
A Parallel Passage
Colossians 3:16
· A passage that says the same thing as Ephesians 5:18 is Colossians 3:16. In fact much of Colossians can be found in Ephesians. 
· This Scripture describes how the believer is to apply the Bible to all of life. 
What does it not mean to be filled with the Spirit in Ephesians 5:18?

Romans 8:5-9
The believer is not asked to give the Spirit control of his life. The Spirit is in control of the believer’s life in the sense that the believer will not miss receiving the work of the Spirit that Jesus purchased for him on the cross. All believers will be incurable God-lovers and experience a changed life.
Evidence of Being Filled with the Spirit
Ephesians 5:19-33
The evidence of being Spirit-filled is a desire to obey Scripture because you love the God of Scripture. The work of the Spirit in the life of the believer always results in a changed life. Titus 2:11-13
What About Impressions?

· The Holy Spirit is intimately involved in the life of the believer. Romans 8:5-9
· We are never told in Scripture that the Spirit will authoritatively guide us through our impressions.

We have no way of determining whether an impression is from the Holy Spirit.

The Water Tower Monster
This is a story that is found in Decision-Making and the Will of God on pages 127-128.

· The story of the Water Tower Monster illustrates the problem with subjectivity.

· In the subjective or feeling realm one can never be sure of what God is seeking to do.

· In the objective or factual realm, that is the realm of Scripture, one can know with certainty what God is saying.

Understanding New Testament Prophecy

· Prophecy is the work of the Holy Spirit in communicating objective information to man.

· New Testament prophecy is the same as Old Testament prophecy. Acts 2:17-21, Joel 2:28-32
· Prophecy is God communicating information to man in some objective manner.

· An example of New Testament prophecy can be found in Acts 13:1-3 where the church at Antioch received a prophetic word to set apart Paul and Barnabas for a missionary journey.

· Another example of New Testament prophecy is found in Acts 21:10-11 where Agabus prophesied that Paul would become a prisoner in Jerusalem.

“Compelled by the Spirit”

Acts 20:22
· On the surface this passage could be saying that Paul was told by the Spirit to go to Jerusalem or it could mean that Paul had a strong feeling that he interpreted it as the Spirit telling him to go to Jerusalem.

· We interpret the unclear by the clear.

· There is no passage that tells us that God communicates his will through our feelings. Therefore the option that this is referring to a feeling is rejected.

“Kept by the Spirit”

Acts 16:6-7
· This passage is the same sort of passage as Acts 20:22.

· Therefore I would assume that this is referring to the Spirit actually talking to Paul.

How to Use the Sovereign Will in Decision-Making

Defining the Sovereign Will

Daniel 4:35

· The predetermined plan for everything that happens, but we are not supposed to know it in advance, except for biblical prophecy. Amos 3:7
· The individual will is a detailed blueprint for a life that we are supposed to find.

· There is no plan “B” for God. Everything, including sin has been predetermined, so that there is one unfolding plan of God. Acts 4:27-28, 1 Peter 1:20
Sorting Out an Apparent Dilemma

· Everyone would agree that there can be only one ultimate will of God.

· In Scripture there are two wills of God that are presented to us. 

· The Sovereign Will is the ultimate will. When we get to heaven the Sovereign Will and the Moral Will will be the same. Matthew 6:9-13
The Sovereign Will and Planning

if it be your will

· The apostle Paul took part in short range planning. Acts 20:16
· The apostle Paul took part in long range planning. Acts 18:21
· Believers are responsible to plan but they must always remember that when all is said and done the Sovereign Will will come to pass and the believer must submit in advance to that will. 

James 4:13-16
The Sovereign Will and Circumstances

circumstances are only data to be considered

· Unless Scripture can tell the believer why something happened the believer would never know the exact reason why something happened. Philemon 15-16
· The believer only knows that a loving Father has brought this into his life for his good. Romans 8:28
The Sovereign Will and Open Doors

open or closed, a door is only a door

· The apostle Paul took advantage of an open door. 1 Corinthians 16:8-9
· The apostle Paul did not take advantage of an open door. 2 Corinthians 2:12-13
· Paul prays for an open door of ministry. Colossians 4:3
· Open doors are only doors of opportunity that must be evaluated by Scripture if one is to decide to take advantage of them. 

Understanding the Use of the Fleece

Judges 6:11-40

· God had already revealed his will to Gideon.

· Gideon was unbelieving and requested confirmation on the already revealed will of God. The Lord condescended to respond to Gideon’s requests.

· This incident has no relevance for finding the will of God for your life.

Applying the Biblical Method of Determining God’s Will

Apostolic Examples of Biblical Decision Making
Examples from the Apostle Paul

1 Thessalonians 3:1-2, Philippians 2:25-26, 1 Corinthians 16:3-4

When there was no clear biblical direction Paul made a decision based on the best information at hand. But, he did not qualify his decision by saying that God had directed him to it.

Example from the Apostles
Acts 6:2-4

Once again we have no evidence of clear direction from the Lord and so the apostles made a reasonable decision to resolve a problem.

Practical Application of Biblical Decision Making

Choosing a Marriage Partner

· Marriage is not a given for all. Matthew 19:11-12, 1 Corinthians 7:25-35
· A believer must marry another believer. 1 Corinthians 7:39
· One must apply the biblical criteria in choosing a biblically oriented husband or wife. 

Proverbs 31, Ephesians 5:22-33
· Where Scripture does not speak the believer is left to follow his preference.

Becoming a Pastor or Missionary

· There is no such thing as a call of God to become a pastor or missionary. 

Romans 1:1-7, 1 Corinthians 7:17

· One must have the qualifications to do the task. 1 Timothy 3:1-7, Titus 1:1-9
· One must have an opportunity of ministry available to him.

· One must have the biblical freedom to take advantage of an opportunity for ministry.

Giving of Money

· In the Old Covenant era under the Mosaic Law the tithe or 10% was what was required of the Israelites. Malachi 3:8-10, Leviticus 27:30-33
· In the New Covenant era under the Law of Christ giving is not prescribed for the believers but is left to their own choice. 2 Corinthians 9:7
· Faith-Promise giving is neither Faith nor Promise giving. God has not promised to give us a certain amount of funds for a worthy task and therefore we cannot believe him for a specific amount.
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