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ABSTRACT

THE EXPOSITION OF SALIENT PASSAGES ON
DECISION MAKING, GUIDANCE, AND THE WILL

OF GOD FOR THE CONGREGATION OF
PARKER BIBLE CHURCH, PARKER, COLORADO

Kirk Youngblood. D.Min.
The Master’s Seminary, 2007
Chairperson: Dr. Rick Holland

This project examines a number of key passages that have been utilized by

various authors who advocate a mystical perspective on the subject of decision making

and God’s will Chapter 1 outlines the purpose, goals, context, rationale, and

methodology for the project.

Chapter 2 provides the theological basis upon which the sermon series was built.

This chapter addressed the growing influence of subjective mysticism in the Evangelical

church. Various reasons were offered for this trend. Specific Scripture passages were

dealt with in detail, primarily from the Gospel of John.

Chapter 3 explores the impact of changes in hermeneutical approach in recent

days. The “new hermeneutic” is explained and applied specifically to the issue of

decision making. A return to traditional hermeneutics is advocated and defended from a

biblical, theological, historical, and practical basis.

Chapters 4 and 5 provide the analysis of the ministry project. Testing

methodology is described and evaluated. Effectiveness of the project’s sermon series is

assessed.
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PREFACE

The completion of this degree is a great source of joy and accomplishment. It has

served to sharpen my skills and to deepen my commitment to the work God has called me

to do. It has inspired my passion for truth, my diligence in study, and the desire to be as

effective in preaching as possible. It has been a challenge and a stretch, and yet it has

been theologically and homiletically stimulating.

I am deeply grateful for the professors at The Masters Seminary who gave of their

time and experience, as well as their love and patience, to shepherd me through this

process. Their instruction was invaluable, but their example was even greater. I

especially appreciate Rick Holland and Keith Essex for the investment they made in my

life. In addition to these, each professor and visiting practitioner was a tremendous

inspiration to me. And it is difficult to even express my gratitude for Dr. MacArthur and

the way he has inspired so many shepherds, including me.

There is no doubt that the cohort with which I was privileged to be a part of was a

wonderful joy and blessing. These men are all excellent ministers of the gospel and

inspiring examples to me. Al Albano and I traveled and roomed together for most of the

seminars, and he has become a life-long friend to me. Without singling out any of the

rest, they each were an inspiration to me.

I also want to express my appreciation for the elders and people of Parker Bible

Church who supported me in this effort. They have been patient with me and allowed me
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the time to devote to my studies. My secretary, Kris Pinnegar, was very helpful with the
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Last, but certainly not least, I want to thank my wonderful wife, Julie, for her

gracious support and patience during these intense years. It has been an adjustment for

our entire family, but especially for her. She has been my partner in ministry for many

years and I am deeply indebted to her for all her support during this time. My daughter,

Johanna, has also been of great help proofing and offering assistance in the completion of

this dissertation.

Perhaps it goes without saying, but I could not have accomplished any of this

without the help of my gracious and loving Lord. I know that every capacity I have

comes from His gracious hand. Ultimately, all glory belongs to Him.

Kirk Youngblood
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Purpose

The purpose of this project is to lead the people in the congregation of Parker

Bible Church, Parker, Colorado, to a cognitive change in regard to the teaching of

Scripture on the subject of guidance and the will of God, which will result in a change in

the way they make life decisions.

Goals

This project is directed by six goals. These goals are derived from an observation

of the church in America today, particularly that of the Southern Baptist Convention, and

the perceived need for a more biblical approach to decision making and the will of God in

the lives of contemporary Christians. In particular, certain leaders in our convention such

as Henry Blackaby and Charles Stanley (among others) have had great influence in

promoting a mystical approach to decision making. Therefore, the need exists to call

believers back to a more biblical view.

The first goal was to make the people of our congregation aware of the ways in

which mysticism has crept into the church’s approach to decision making. Most

Southern Baptists are non-Charismatic in their theology. Although there are some

exceptions, the vast majority of SBC churches would reject speaking in tongues,
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promoting faith healers, or other expressions of the Charismatic movement. However, in

the area of decision making there is often a subtle acceptance of the Charismatics’ view

of seeking new revelation. Many times this is so subtle, it is not even recognized by

many Christians in the contemporary church. My first goal was to help make the people

of my congregation more aware of how these subtle influences have crept in to our world

view.

The second goal was to show the dangers of a mystical approach to decision

making and the importance of embracing a more biblical view. Beyond being aware of

the trends toward a more mystical approach to decision making, there is the need to help

people think through the inherent dangers of such an approach. They need to understand

where this may lead and the negative impacts it may create, both in the church and in

their individual lives. The Apostle Paul warned the Ephesian church, “Therefore be

careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, making the most of your time,

because the days are evil. So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the

Lord is” (Eph. 5:15-17).1 In the same way, believers today must make sure they are

walking as wise men and women in regard to the will of God. Errors in decision making

can be very costly. A biblical approach will aid in avoiding foolish mistakes in this vital

arena.

The third goal was to convince the congregation that divine revelation ceased with

the completion of the NT canon, and that there is no need for us to seek new revelation

from God. A person’s hermeneutic determines to a great degree his interpretation of the

1 All Bible quotations are taken from the New American Standard translation
unless otherwise noted. NAS/NASB – The New American Standard Bible (LaHabra,
California: The Lockman Foundation, 1977).
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Scriptures. If a Christian has a pre-supposition that God is still giving revelation today, it

will dramatically effect his approach to making decisions. He will inevitably seek some

new word of revelation to apply to his specific situation. But, on the other hand, if he

understands that the revelation of God ceased with the completion of the New Testament

canon, he will instead seek the wisdom of God as it has already been revealed in the

Bible. A basic understanding of the doctrine of inspiration and a biblical polemic for the

cessation of divine revelation is essential in guarding against a mystical view of decision

making.

A fourth goal was to explain the difference between the biblical doctrine of divine

providence and the common understanding of divine guidance in the church today.

Those who hold to a cessation of revelation and reject a mystical approach to decision

making are often accused of “quenching the Spirit” or of denying the providence of God.

That need not be the case. The biblical doctrine of the providence of God is not denied

by any of the authors cited in this dissertation. However, it is very important to

understand the difference between embracing the teaching of Scripture concerning God’s

providence and the popular attempts that are so often made today to find God’s will.

Therefore, clear teaching is needed to clarify the difference. People in the modern church

need to understand just what the Bible says about God’s providence and how it differs

from a seeking of God’s will through such things as reading circumstances, putting out

fleeces, or finding open doors.

A fifth goal was to demonstrate how decisions should be made by Christians

today based on the wisdom of God as revealed in His Word. One of the loudest cries of

the Reformers was “Sola Scriptura” (Scripture alone). Most Southern Baptists would
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embrace that cry and claim to be “people of the Book.” However, in the arena of

decision making, contemporary Christians are often seeking something else beyond the

wisdom of God given in the Bible. Paul made it clear to Timothy (and therefore to us)

that “all Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for

correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate,

equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). The Scripture is sufficient. Further

revelation from God is not needed. This goal was to show, through expository preaching,

that the way of wisdom is far superior to the way of mysticism when it comes to making

decisions.

The final goal was to convince the people of our congregation to embrace biblical

wisdom as their exclusive approach to decision making. The ultimate hope for this

project was that the people of our congregation would make a decisive change in the way

they approach decision making. The desire was that they would embrace a sincere

orientation toward the wisdom of God as revealed in Scripture as their one and only

source for guidance. This does not necessarily exclude such things as seeking biblical

counsel, yet the goal was to lead people away from more subjective approaches. The

final chapter of this dissertation will discuss whether or not this goal has been achieved

(at least according to the testing instruments).

Context

Two aspects of context should be understood to fully appreciate this preaching

project: Parker Bible Church itself and the community in which it exists. The

community consists of the town of Parker, a suburb of greater Denver, as well as a larger

area from which congregants live. This would include Aurora and Douglas County.
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Parker Bible Church was established on September 11, 1994, as a mission of

Riverside Baptist Church, Denver. The author of this dissertation served as its founding

pastor, and has served as senior pastor since that time. Other staff members have also

ministered in various capacities throughout the brief history of the church. In addition to

that, the church now has three elders and five deacons. The church started with

congregational polity, but later changed to elder polity.

The first “official” service had an attendance of 119 people and has grown from

that number to an average attendance of approximately 200. The current membership is

about 325. The church was officially constituted in April of 1995 as Riverside Baptist

Church South. The name was later changed to Parker Baptist Church, and then at a later

time to Parker Bible Church. The primary reason for the change was to reflect the

church’s commitment to expository preaching and its strong conviction that God’s Word

is not only absolutely trustworthy but also totally sufficient.

The church has occupied two rented facilities (an elementary school and a high

school), but in 2001 moved into the first phase of a five-phase master plan for its ten acre

site. The future of the church looks bright, as there is a great deal of development all

around. More development is also planned for several years to come, which places the

church in a very strategic area of greater metro Denver.

Although most of our church members reside in Parker, some come from other

parts of Douglas County (including Castle Rock, Franktown and Elizabeth). Still others

live in Aurora, directly north of Parker, and some from other suburbs of Denver (such as

Highlands Ranch, Englewood, and Centennial). The demographics of these areas are all
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fairly similar, so the focus of the context will be Douglas County, which provides the best

picture of the community.

According to the 2000 census information, Douglas County grew from a

population of 60,391 in 1990 to 175,766 in 2000.2 In fact, Douglas County accounted for

nearly 35% of the growth of the entire greater metro Denver region in that decade.3 In

1999 it was the second-fastest growing county in the United States, and for the decade of

the 90’s it was the fastest-growing in the nation. And Parker was the “fastest-growing

town in Douglas County.”4

As far as ethnic makeup, Douglas County is 89.7% white, non-Hispanic. The

other ethnic groups consist of: Hispanic (5.1%), Black (1%), American Indian (.4%),

Asian (.8%), other races (1.4%), and multi-racial (1.9%).5 Census figures also show that

it is among the most highly-educated counties in the nation, with a very high percentage

of residents holding at least a college degree. That certainly makes a difference in

understanding the demands of the ministry context. The expectations concerning the

quality of preaching and ministry in general are higher in such a context. The vast

majority of its residents are married with children. A Percept report, done in 1996,

showed that the greatest needs include marriage enrichment and help with parenting

issues.6

2 The Denver Post, “Census 2000: A Special Report,” Tuesday, March 20, 2001.
(3G)

3 Denver Regional Council of Governments, report for July, 2000.
4 The Denver Post, “Growth Capital, USA: Douglas Top County in 1990’s,”

Thursday, March 9, 2000. (1A)
5 The Denver Post, “Census 2000: A Special Report,” Tuesday, March 20, 2001.

(3G)
6 The Percept Group Inc., report prepared for Riverside Baptist Church South

(now Parker Bible Church), May 28, 1996.
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Rationale for the Project

Nearly every day in the modern American church one can hear the language being

utilized that gives the impression that God is speaking directly to people, giving them

specific guidance for their lives. One can hear it in the form of “God told me…” or “I

have a real peace about it…” or “These circumstances can’t mean anything but that God

wants me to…” The language of mystical subjectivism is running wild in the church

today. Even in otherwise conservative, Bible-believing Evangelical churches one can

hear the strains of it.

In the Southern Baptist Convention, Henry Blackaby is saying that Christians

need to find where God is at work and join Him. The implication is that they can read

God’s providence and thereby team up with Him. To Blackaby (and others) hearing God

does not mean exclusively going to the Scripture to learn the wisdom of God. It usually

means to listen for a special word of new revelation from God. For example, in his book

Hearing God’s Voice, which provides more insight into his theological premises than his

best-selling book Experiencing God, he writes:

Everywhere we go, we meet Christians who tell us they do not hear God speak to
them. Even more alarming are those who conclude they do not hear from God
because he does not speak to people. God is speaking. The problem is people have
become disoriented to his voice.7

He adds that “the heart of Experiencing God is the simple truth that God is a

Person who relates to people by speaking to them (italics mine) and by guiding them into

his will.”8 While he claims that this is application rather than new revelation, in essence

7 Henry Blackaby and Richard Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice (Nashville,
Tennessee: Broadman and Holman, 2002), ix.

8 Ibid.
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he is advocating the receiving of special revelation directly from God. In effect, the

canon is not closed, but remains quite open to those who are walking closely enough to

God to hear his voice.

And Blackaby is not alone in this view. Charles Stanley, another influential

Southern Baptist pastor, writes, “… God speaks to us just as powerfully today as in the

days in which the Bible was written.”9 He even makes as bold a statement as “If God has

stopped talking, then I doubt we will ever discover what He is really like.”10 Does this

mean that he does not believe the Scripture to be sufficient to reveal the nature and

character of God?

In light of these claims, and given the kind of influence that is being exerted by

such men and such views, it is an important issue to determine whether God is still

speaking to people directly today, and if so, how He is speaking. That was the purpose

for this project. The intention was to examine the claims that are being espoused, and to

compare them with the teaching of Scripture.

Research Methodology

Research was conducted in connection with this project to discover: (1) the

congregation’s perspectives on decision making; (2) the congregation’s understanding of

the subject of God’s will; (3) the congregation’s understanding of divine providence; and

(4) the congregation’s understanding of cessation of revelation.

A research instrument was utilized to assess the views of the congregation. A

survey/questionnaire was mailed to each church member before the sermon series was

9 Charles Stanley, How to Listen to God (Nashville, Tennessee: Thomas Nelson,
1985), 8.

10 Ibid., 9-10.
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CHAPTER TWO

THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS
FOR BIBLICAL DECISION MAKING

In contemporary Christianity there is perhaps no more relevant issue than that of

knowing and doing God’s will. Many books have been written on it and thousands of

believers have grappled with it. R. C. Sproul writes “the pursuit of an understanding of

the will of God is a desperately important matter for every Christian seeking to live a life

that is pleasing to his Creator. It is a very practical thing for us to know what God wants

for our lives.”12 Surely every Christian wants to be pleasing to God and therefore wants

to know what the will of God is. And yet there has been much disagreement on how the

will of God is known.

Author and Christian counselor Jay Adams observes:

The issue is not a minor one… The problem (of guidance) crops up in churches
regularly as some think they know what ought to be done because (as they say)
the Lord has “led” them in the matter, while others have known no such leading
and are highly skeptical of those who assert it. On the other hand, those who sense
God’s will by means of circumstances, promptings in their spirits or strong
impressions wonder about the spirituality of those who know nothing of these
things.13

As Adams points out, Christians today seem to be divided between two primary

approaches to this issue. On the one hand are those who believe that God has revealed

12 R. C. Sproul, God’s Will and the Christian (Wheaton, Illinois: Tyndale House
Publishers, 1988), 32.

13 Jay E. Adams, The Christian’s Guide to Guidance (Woodruff, South Carolina:
Timeless Texts, 1998), viii.
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His ways finally and completely in Scripture. They believe that the revelation of God

ceased with the completion of the canon of the New Testament. On the other hand are

those who are seeking new revelation from God beyond the Bible. They claim that the

only way to have a close, intimate relationship with God and to know His will is to hear

His voice as He speaks directly to them.

Gary Meadors frames the divergence this way:

Christian confessions affirm the Bible as sufficient for faith and practice. With
this affirmation comes the assumption that the Bible addresses any question or
need we may ever have. Then eventually we leave home, have a problem, run to
the Bible, and feel as if we cannot find the answers we were promised. This crisis
drives some young adults to relegate the Bible to “religious activity” and look
elsewhere for guidance in their daily decisions. More commonly, however, it
drives sincere Christians to become subjective in understanding God’s guidance
in their lives.14

The purpose of this project is to demonstrate the inroads of the latter perspective

(subjectivism) into evangelical Christian churches and denominations, as well as to

examine the biblical basis for each view. Although the subject of this project is very

broad and will not be adequately covered in this dissertation, the attempt will be made to

deal with the primary elements of the debate and the key passages of Scripture upon

which the divergent views are based. Regardless of whether this attempt is successful,

the issues being addressed here are extremely important in the church today and very

relevant for every Christian.

Phillip Jensen and Tony Payne point out the relevance this way:

Christians have long been frustrated with how God guides…In one sense, it is
little wonder that Christians have been so interested in guidance, because
decision-making is one of the constant burdens of our existence…We face
decisions at every point in our lives… Every decision we make has

14 Gary T. Meadors, Decision Making God’s Way: A New Model for Knowing
God’s Will (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 2003), 17.
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repercussions… We never know which of our decisions will turn out to be vital or
even significant.15

Whatever view a person may take on this issue, there is little doubt that it does

make a difference in a very practical way for all Christians. Chuck Swindoll confesses,

“The longer I live, the more I believe that one of the most profound subjects in the

Christian life is the will of God.”16 Dallas Willard writes, “Within the Christian

community, teaching on the will of God and how to know it continues to be one of the

most popular subjects.”17 Most Christians are vitally interested in this subject, and

rightfully so. The way a person approaches this topic can make a monumental difference

in their practical Christian living.

Some of the questions being asked by Christians of all perspectives are:

What is God’s will and what is not God’s will? How can we know God’s will? Is
it common to miss God’s will or is that even possible? How did God reveal His
will in biblical days? Is it the same way He reveals His will today? Are there
prerequisites for knowing God’s will? Can I really know that I am doing God’s
will? That I am in His will? If so, how? And if I’m not doing God’s will, how do I
know that? Can anyone else help me discern God’s will? If I do His will does He
always reward me? 18

Can God tell me exactly what it is I am to do? What freedoms do I have in
making up my own mind? What is “God’s voice”? If I fail to get it right, am I
permanently out of step with God?19

How does God reveal? When does God reveal? To whom does God reveal? Is a
revealing act common property of all believers or something reserved for
specially called persons? Is a revealing act normative for God’s guidance of his

15 Phillip Jensen and Tony Payne, Guidance and the Voice of God (Kingsford,
Australia: Matthias Media, 1997), 13-15.

16 Charles Swindoll, The Mystery of God’s Will (Nashville, Tennessee: W
Publishing Group, 1999), 4.

17 Dallas Willard, Hearing God (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press,
1999), 27.

18 Swindoll, The Mystery of God’s Will, 5.
19 Jim Elliff, Led by the Spirit: How the Holy Spirit Guides the Believer (Dundas,

Ontario: Joshua Press, 1999), 7.
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children? How does the Bible portray God’s revealing acts in regard to the
direction of believers in life’s decisions?20

How does one know the will of God for entering into marriage? For educational

and vocational decisions? For guidance in conflict, family, and ministry situations?21

Even this list of questions is not exhaustive, yet it shows how complex this issue is and

why it is often bewildering to many, if not most, Christians. Garry Friesen introduces his

landmark book on this subject by stating:

I have met many believers who were frustrated because they were convinced that
God loved them and had a wonderful plan for their lives, but for some reason He
was not telling them what it was. Are Christians like so many laboratory rats,
consigned to explore every dead end in the maze of life, while the One who
knows the way through just watches?22

No doubt many Christians have felt this way. But is this as God intends? Must

one remain confused and puzzled by God’s will or can he know it and have confidence in

doing it? Is God’s will something that is hidden and one must “find” it? John MacArthur

writes:

The concept of searching for God’s will makes it seem as though God might be
the big Easter bunny in the sky. He hops around the universe stashing His will
under some supernatural bush, while we run through life trying to find it. Every
now and then He calls down, “You’re getting warmer!”23

20 Meadors, Decision Making God’s Way, 36.
21 James C. Petty, Step by Step: Divine Guidance for Ordinary Christians

(Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing, 1999), 9.
22 Garry Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God: A Biblical Alternative to

the Traditional View (Portland, Oregon: Multnomah Press, 1980), 15. Friesen has taken
the view that there is no such thing as the individual will of God, a stand that he has been
criticized for. This author’s perspective is that if there is an individual will of God for
every believer, it is guided by divine providence even when that providence cannot be
known in advance.

23 John MacArthur, How to Get the Most from God’s Word (Dallas, Texas: Word
Publishing, 1997), 102.
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Is this an accurate picture of God and His will? Surely not. Surely He desires for

his people to know His will and has revealed it to them. The perspective of this author is

that He has revealed it fully and finally in His Word, the Bible, and that this in no way

reduces the intimacy of the kind of relationship one can have with Him. His Word is

“living and active” (Hebrews 4:12). Interacting with His Word, by the illumination of the

Holy Spirit that indwells every believer, is as dynamic as hearing His audible voice.

The Growing Influence of Subjective

Mysticism in Evangelical Christianity

A mystical approach to decision making is becoming more and more

predominant in many circles within the evangelical Christian church. In the Southern

Baptist Convention, which is the largest Protestant denomination in the U.S.A., this

perspective has made great inroads into the mainstream of thinking and practice,

primarily because of the influence of Henry Blackaby. His best-selling book,

Experiencing God,24 has probably had more impact on Christians and churches in this

regard than any other. As popular as this book has been, Blackaby’s theological

arguments for continuing revelation are more clearly spelled out in another book,

Hearing God’s Voice.25 For example, Blackaby writes, “Whenever God speaks, his

Word becomes a north star for your life.”26 One would think that he is referring to

Scripture here, but he is instead writing in reference to subjective messages that a person

has heard directly from God apart from the Bible. Is he really equating private revelation

24 Henry T. Blackaby and Claude V. King, Experiencing God: Knowing and
Doing the Will of God (Nashville, Tennessee: Lifeway Press, 1990).

25 Henry Blackaby and Richard Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice (Nashville,
Tennessee: Broadman and Holman, 2002).

26 Ibid., 230.
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with God as being equal with Scripture? (Note that the word “Word” is capitalized). It

would appear that Blackaby has elevated supposed, new, direct revelation from God as

being equal with Scripture.

As to his influence, one can hardly pick up a Southern Baptist publication today

without seeing something written by Henry Blackaby (or seeing one of his books

advertised). According to a book review by pastor Gary Gilley, by 1997 Experiencing

God had sold over two millions copies.27 And it is clear that Blackaby believes that God

is still giving direct revelation today. In Experiencing God, he writes:

Years ago I spoke to a group of young pastors. When I finished the first session, a
pastor took me aside and said, “I vowed to God that I would never, ever again
listen to a man like you. You talk as though God is personal and real and talks to
you. I despise that.” I asked him, “Are you having difficulty hearing God speak to
you?” He and I took time to talk. Before long, we were on our knees. He was
weeping and thanking God that God had spoken to him. Oh, don’t let anyone
intimidate you about hearing from God.28

In fact, Blackaby even suggests that if one does not hear from God there is

something wrong with his walk with Christ. He writes, “If you have trouble hearing God

speak, you are in trouble at the very heart of your Christian experience.”29 In Hearing

God’s Voice, he writes:

Everywhere we go, we meet Christians who tell us they do not hear God speak to
them. Even more alarming are those who conclude they do not hear from God
because he does not speak to people…They argue that God does not speak to
people. While this explains the heavenly silence that is their experience, it
contradicts everything the Bible teaches.30

27 http://www.rapidnet.com/~jbeard/bdm/BookReviews/exp_god/expgod.htm (10
March, 2006).

28 Blackaby, Experiencing God, 35.
29 Ibid., 36.
30 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, ix-x.
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He even goes so far as to say that if one is not “hearing God’s voice” (as in new

revelation), he is just like a non-Christian. He writes, “…every Christian must know how

to recognize God’s voice; otherwise, how can we obey him? Apart from God’s personal

involvement in our lives, our life experience will be no different from that of

nonbelievers.”31 Does he really intend to imply that one cannot “obey him” by obeying

the commands of Scripture? Surely the written Word of God is sufficient for leading the

believer to walk in obedience to Christ (2 Timothy 3:14-17).

But Henry Blackaby is not the only one who has influenced the Southern Baptist

Convention toward a more subjective, mystical view of God’s will. Atlanta pastor

Charles Stanley has also had an impact in this regard. In his book, How to Listen to God,

he writes, “…God speaks to us just as powerfully today as in the days in which the Bible

was written.”32 Stanley goes on to explain that he believes “this is the normal Christian

life, living keenly responsive to the Voice of God in whatever fashion He may choose to

speak to us” (italics mine).33 An example of that, which he cites, is that any time one gets

“an uneasiness in (his) heart” he should “stop and ask the Lord what He is trying to

say.”34 According to Stanley’s perspective, God is constantly speaking to believers

through a number of different means. He writes, “…we must listen for the Voice of God

in every sound” (italics mine).35

There is no question that many rank and file Southern Baptists have bought into

this line of thinking. Examples are really too numerous to give them all. A recent article

31 Ibid., x.
32 Charles Stanley, How to Listen to God (Nashville, Tennessee: Thomas Nelson,

1985), 8.
33 Ibid., 31.
34 Ibid., 33.
35 Ibid., 88.
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in the Oklahoma Baptist Messenger describes how a lady named Toni Moore was

(allegedly) spoken to by God while attending a Beth Moore conference for women. The

message from God led her to start a hospitality house for cancer patients, even though she

had no resources with which to do so.36 Now, certainly no one would question the need

for such ministries, and in this case the attempt was successful, but did she really hear

this as a direct message from God? In another instance the Colorado Baptist newspaper

reported that a woman named Doris Wheelus was “given a story in the middle of the

night, which she has written into a children’s play.” She states that “since the play is

‘heaven-sent,’ she is offering it to churches free of charge.”37

In addition to a growing trend toward subjective mysticism among Southern

Baptists, it appears that this perspective is becoming more commonplace in evangelical

Christianity as a whole. Hundreds of examples have been cited by the various authors

included in the bibliography for this project. Philosophy professor Dallas Willard relates

the account of a woman who claims she had a personal appearance of Jesus. The woman

believes that Jesus spoke to her and gave her a direct message. Willard writes:

A letter sent out by Guideposts magazine tells of an ordinary suburban housewife
who one day, for reasons unknown to her, began to weep and continued to weep
for four days. “On the morning of the fourth day, alone in her living room, there
was a sudden hum and crackle in the air. She saw a ball of light through a
window, spraying showers of multicolored light in its wake and approaching her
with amazing speed. Then it was right there, beside her, and as she looked at it
she saw a face. ‘He is perfect,’ was her first thought. His forehead was high. His
eyes were large, but she could not fix their color any more than she could the
color of the sea. His features were lost in the overwhelming impression of life
brimming over with power and freedom. Instantly she knew this was Jesus. She
saw his utter lack of condemnation, that nothing she had ever done or would ever

36 This article appeared in the Oklahoma Baptist Messenger, a publication of the
Oklahoma Baptist General Convention (May 15, 2006): 8.

37 This article appeared in the Mile High Baptist, a publication of the Colorado
Baptist General Convention (October, 2006), 1.
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do could alter the absolute caring or the unconditional love in his eyes.”
According to her account, Jesus was present with her in this way for three months,
and then his presence began to fade. When this woman, Virginia Lively, last saw
him, he said to her, “I will always be with you.” …He replied, “You will see me,”
and then he was gone. Some years later while speaking to a church group, she
found his eyes looking into hers again—but the eyes belonged to a woman in the
second row. “And suddenly she saw his eyes looking at her from the eyes of every
person in the room.”38

Willard goes on to talk about various reactions to this story, yet it certainly serves

as a dramatic example of where this subjective approach can lead. How can one evaluate

an experience like this? Must believers just accept this as fact? Did Jesus really appear

to this woman and give her a direct message? One must assess subjective experiences

like this by the objective truth of Scripture. Even Blackaby acknowledges this. He

writes, “…people must learn to view their experience against the backdrop of the Bible.

When we do not experience the truths in Scripture, it is our experience that is in question,

not the Bible!”39

The examples of the dangers of this kind of subjective approach are almost

endless. Swindoll provides this one:

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. This sort of nonsense is what I call “voodoo
theology.” It is nothing more than superstition.40

38 Willard, Hearing God, 88.
39 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, xi. It is interesting to note that even though

Blackaby affirms this, he continually appeals to stories and experiences all throughout his
writings.

40 Swindoll, The Mystery of God’s Will, 39.
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Swindoll cuts it fairly straight. Many of the methods being promoted for “hearing

God” today are nothing more than forms of divination. Haddon Robinson writes:

I have a friend who tells me that when he wants to find the mind of God, he sits
down in an easy chair, clears his mind of every thought, and asks God to direct
him. This friend believes that the first thought to come into his mind is divinely
prompted. Now, I have no quarrel with somebody sitting in a chair to think as
he’s making a decision. But when we lift our inner impressions to the level of
divine revelation, we are flirting with divination.41

This is enough to show the dangers of the subjective approach, though many more

illustrations could be referenced. All of these examples demonstrate that once a person

leaves the objective truth of Scripture, he can end up just about anywhere. Any time one

turns to signs and circumstances to try to determine God’s will, or tries to read

providence, he has left “the more sure word of prophecy” (2 Peter 1:19, KJV) and has

launched out upon the sea of subjective experience.

Reasons for Subjectivism

What are the arguments of those who claim that God is still speaking to people

today? Though much has been written on this, and a serious student would need to read

the writings of those who hold this view, there are a few primary lines of reasoning given

by those who advocate it.

The Basis of a Personal Relationship with God

Perhaps the main reason why many hold to the position that God is still speaking

to people today, is the fear that without that, one would be left with dead orthodoxy.

Blackaby writes, “Those who worship a lifeless, silent god embrace a lifeless religion

41 Haddon W. Robinson, Decision Making by the Book: How to Choose Wisely in
an Age of Options (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Discovery House, 1998), 18.
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that offers nothing but silence.”42 He adds, “It is difficult to imagine a relationship

enduring in which the parties never communicate.”43 Willard bolsters that point when he

writes, “Surely one of the most damaging things we can do to people’s spiritual prospects

is to suggest that God will not deal with them specifically, personally, intelligibly and

consciously.”44 Stanley writes, “I believe the most important reason God is still talking

today is that He wants us to know Him. If God has stopped talking, then I doubt we will

ever discover what He is really like.”45 Really? Do Christians not know what God is like

by reading His divine revelation to us in His written Word?

The message from all these men is that a person can’t have a close, intimate

relationship with God unless He is speaking to them regularly. The biblical analogies of

the shepherd and the sheep, the guide, and the heavenly Father (as commonly

understood) has added to this mind-set. As Friesen explains, “One apparent strength of

the traditional view (the subjective position) is that God’s leading is personal and direct.

We are emotional creatures who often crave the mystical experience in which our inner

spirit ‘walks with God.’”46 There is this belief that the only way one can have intimacy

with God is by having a two-way conversation with Him on an ongoing basis. Gregory

Koukl writes:

The keynote speaker’s list of spiritual qualifications was not lengthy…Instead, he
was simply introduced as “a man who hears from God.” It was the ultimate sign
of spiritual competency…It is hard to think of anything that has captured the
imagination of Christians recently as aggressively as the idea of hearing the voice
of God. The notion is, to many, so obviously Christian, so undoubtedly Biblical,
that its truth is beyond question. To challenge it is akin to spiritual treason. For

42 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 16.
43 Ibid.
44 Willard, Hearing God, 104.
45 Stanley, How to Listen to God, 9-10.
46 Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God, 243.
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many, such an intimacy is central to personal relationship with the Almighty, the
core of vibrant Christianity. Without it genuine closeness to the Savior is not
possible.47

Koukl makes the issue clear. The one who would be close to God is the one to

whom He is speaking to on a regular basis. Willard claims that “if our gospel does not

free the individual up for a unique life of spiritual adventure in living with God daily, we

simply have not entered fully into the good news that Jesus brought.”48 But is that true?

Does one really have to be hearing God speak to them beyond Scripture to have a close

relationship with Him?

The view of this author is that one can have a very close and intimate relationship

with God by heeding His Word as revealed in Scripture. The Spirit of God resides in

every believer and “the Word of God is living and active and shaper than any two edged

sword…” (Heb. 4:12). It is not a dead word. It is a dynamic word. So God can speak to

His children through His living Word by the illumination of His Spirit within them. The

absence of new, direct revelation from God does not necessarily mean that one cannot

have an intimate relationship with Him.

Elliff writes:

Suppose the concept of spiritual impressions has never been part of your
experience, and your Christian leaders never spoke of “hearing God’s voice” or of
“receiving revelation” from God. Among some Christians you might be made to
believe that you are spiritually inferior, under-taught, and backward. Some would
believe that you have no hope of ever discovering God’s will for your life. But is
this necessarily true?49

47 Gregory Koukl, Henry Blackaby’s Experiencing God—A Critique (Signal Hill,
California: Stand To Reason, 1999), http://www.str.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle
&id =5955 (10 March, 2006), 1.

48 Ibid., 108.
49 Jim Elliff, Led by the Spirit, 8.
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Elliff gives the correct answer, which is, “of course not.” As one who had been

previously an advocate of the subjective, mystical approach, and one who had been in

those circles, he understands the pressure to conform to that model. Yet his study of

Scripture led him to conclude that there was a better way.50 He writes, “Despite those

many years in which I sought to listen to God by this mystical means, I have now come

to a new position on guidance by the Spirit that I believe comes much closer to the

biblical norm.”51

Friesen writes:

The most common misconception of the way of wisdom is that it is impersonal—
that God is excluded from the decision-making process…this is a
misconception…the apostles did not consider the wisdom approach to be
impersonal. They never defended their decisions on the basis of inward impulses
which led them to God’s “perfect will”; nor did they teach such a method. Yet
they are illustrations of the Christian life in action.52

As Friesen points out, the conclusion that intimacy with God is dependent upon

continued revelation from God is a faulty conclusion. As Gil Rugh observes, “Our

disagreement…is not over whether Christians should experience God or not. Our

disagreement concerns how this should be done.”53 He continues:

…our comments about Experiencing God should not be taken to mean that we are
against all books that address the issue of knowing God…there is certainly
nothing wrong with books that clearly and accurately point out biblical principles
that will help Christians to grow in their daily walks with the Lord.54

Koukl adds:

50 Ibid., 4-5. Elliff’s personal testimony in regard to this issue is given in the
preface.

51 Ibid., 5.
52 Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God, 244.
53 Gil Rugh, A Critique of “Experiencing God”: A Biblical Analysis of the

Popular Book by Henry T. Blackaby and Claude V. King (Lincoln, Nebraska: Indian
Hills Community Church, 1999), 6.

54 Ibid.
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I am not claiming there is no subjective element in knowing God. The Bible and
the normal Christian life are filled with examples of believers having a deep
personal communion with God. My principal concern is where we get our
information about God. The Scripture teaches that such information comes from
Scripture, and not from private revelations from God.55

The Shepherd/Guide Analogy

In connection with this, for those who hold the view that intimacy with God

requires hearing His voice, the shepherd motif is often stressed. Much is made about the

analogy of the shepherd and his sheep. For example, Sinclair Ferguson writes:

Most Christians believe that God is the Guide of their lives. In fact, it is difficult
to imagine a Christian who does not believe that. From earliest years, perhaps,
you have been able to say: ‘The Lord is my shepherd…He leads me…’ (Ps. 23:1-
2)56

Well-known missionary, Elisabeth Elliot paints the picture by saying, “The sheep,

trusting the shepherd, trots after him down the trail.”57 The concept of the shepherd and

sheep analogy is so ingrained in many believers today (especially from the beloved 23rd

Psalm) that one almost immediately and automatically assumes this includes hearing the

Shepherd’s voice in continuing revelation. Those who hold to this view are then quick to

quote John 10:27, “My sheep hear My voice, and they follow Me” as a proof text for

claiming that God must still be speaking to people today.

Willard writes:

In the last analysis nothing is more central to the practical life of the Christian
than confidence in God’s individual dealings with each person. The individual
care of the shepherd for his sheep, of the parent for the child and of the lover for

55 Koukl, Henry Blackaby’s Experiencing God—A Critique, 8.
56 Sinclair B. Ferguson, Discovering God’s Will (Carlisle, Pennsylvania: The

Banner of Truth Trust, 1982), 9.
57 Elisabeth Elliot, God’s Guidance: A Slow and Certain Light (Grand Rapids,

Michigan: Revell, 1997), 31.
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the beloved are all biblical images that have passed into the fundamental
consciousness of Western humanity.58

He adds:

The faith in a God who speaks personally to the soul is nowhere recorded more
plainly than in the hymns of the church from all ages, sung week by week by the
church as it congregates and day by day by Christians as they go about their lives
at work, at home, at play: “Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us,” “All the Way My
Savior Leads Me,” “Lead On, O King Eternal,” “Where He Leads Me,” “Lead,
Kindly Light,” “He Leadeth Me,” “Holy Spirit, Faithful Guide,” “Jesus, Savior,
Pilot Me,” “If Thou But Suffer God to Guide Thee,” “Guide Me, O Thou Great
Jehovah” and “Jesus, Still Lead On.”59

By way of response, this certainly demonstrates that this shepherd/guidance motif

has been a part of the church for a long time. It does not show, however, that the concept

of continued revelation was in the minds of the hymn writers, and even if it was, one

must remember that hymns are not equal with Scripture. Although hymns usually reflect

the theology of the church, they may not always reflect good, biblical theology. A case

in point is the hymn cited by Willard on the same page. Just because the words to the

chorus of “In the Garden” by C. Austin Miles are “He walks with me, and talks with me,

and tells me I am His own, and the joy we share as we tarry there, none other has ever

known,” does not necessarily mean this agrees with Scripture. Hymns are not inspired as

Scripture is.

At the same time, one must recognize that the shepherd/guide analogy is part of

the biblical witness. Petty points out that “By the time of Jacob, God began to be called

‘The Shepherd, the Rock of Israel’ (Gen. 49:24).”60 There is no doubt that this analogy is

used extensively in Scripture (Num. 27:15-17, Ps. 23, Is. 40:11, Heb. 13:20, 1 Peter 5:4).

58 Willard, Hearing God, 22. Willard makes much of this analogy (cf. page 167).
59 Ibid., 24-25.
60 Petty, Step by Step, 42.
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The question, though, is, “What does it mean? Does it necessarily mean that God must

still be speaking new revelation to people today?” Friesen responds to this question (at

least as it relates to the issue of the individual will of God). He explains:

Another aspect of the traditional view’s argument from reason is that the imagery
of God as our Father, Shepherd, and King indicates the reasonableness of an
individual will. The idea is that a good father, king, or shepherd would have a
detailed plan for his charges. But is that really the case? Does the wise father
guide his child by formulating a plan that covers every detail of the child’s life
and then revealing that plan step-by-step as each decision must be made? Of
course not. The father who is truly wise teaches his child the basic principles of
life…The good shepherd sets boundaries for the sheep, but allows freedom of
movement within those boundaries. He establishes limits for the sheep, but does
not use his staff to point out which specific tuft of grass to be eaten by which
animal. Likewise, the effective king does not seek to legislate every activity of his
people.61

Friesen adds that “God is indeed a Guide. But His means of guidance may be

different from that suggested by the traditional view. It may be more general than

specific. It may give increasing freedom and responsibility to believers in their decision

making.”62

Other Factors

In addition to the perception that private revelation is necessary for an intimate

walk with God, there are other reasons given by those who advocate this view. Jim Elliff

believes that the influences of our modern world have had something to do with it. He

writes, “We must admit that interest in mysticism among Evangelicals is increasingly

influenced by our culture.” He claims that “increasingly our world is short on thinking

and long on experience.”63 He addresses here the seeming resistance to reason by

61 Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God, 85.
62 Ibid.
63 Elliff, Led by the Spirit, 34.
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advocates of this view. It would be difficult to prove this is true, yet it certainly raises

questions as to the societal influence of this perspective.

Closely related to this is an observation by Meadors:

The question “What is God’s will for my life?” is a distinct part of American
evangelical Christian culture. Our focus in the question is often on “my life.” This
reflects the “me” generation of Western culture. It grows out of the intense
demand for a “privatized” religious experience resulting from Western
Christianity drinking too deeply from the well of its own culture. An almost
unconscious assumption exists among Christians today that their personal lives
are at the center of what is important in the universe.64

Again, this is an opinion based on the observation of contemporary culture, yet it

could be correct. Perhaps a Western mind-set has led many contemporary Christians to

conclude something that is often assumed today, and yet may not be a biblical concept at

all—that God has an individual will for each believer and that He will reveal it to them

by speaking directly with them.65 These are possibilities that many would not want to

consider, but they are certainly not out of the question. To what degree are one’s views

of God’s will influenced by his contemporary world view?

Ultimately, though, one must return to his rule of faith, and that is the divinely-

revealed Word of God. Larry Pettegrew describes the modern trends in terms of

“experientialism.” He says that this is “the name given to a theology that allows the

subjective experience of the Christian to be the final rule of faith and practice.”66 He

explains that one of the main weaknesses of this perspective is that “personal experience

64 Meadors, Decision Making God’s Way, 91.
65 The “individual will of God” is something that is challenged by Garry Friesen’s

book Decision Making and the Will of God. Although this author does not necessarily
come to that same conclusion, if there is such an individual will, it is controlled by God’s
providence, and it cannot be known in advance.

66 Larry D. Pettegrew, The New Covenant Ministry of the Holy Spirit (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Kregel, 2001), 16.
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provides no genuine way to reject the false experiences of systems with truth claims that

are contradictory to biblical Christianity.”67 Ultimately there must be an objective source

of truth by which one can measure the claims of subjective experience. That objective

source must be the truth that has been revealed by God Himself, and that can be none

other than the written Word of God.

To be fair, most of those who hold that God is still speaking to people today do

not negate or minimize the importance of the Scriptures. In fact, they often try to avoid

the idea of being the recipients of new revelation, claiming instead to be receiving direct

“application.”68 Yet in reality what they are talking about is, in fact, getting a new word

from God that is beyond the clear teaching of Scripture. It is in essence new revelation.

What they are calling into question is the sufficiency of Scripture alone (Sola Scriptura).

They are raising their experience to the level of Scripture and their new revelation, at

times, even above Scripture. John MacArthur explains that

Anyone who is truly convinced that God is speaking fresh words of revelation
will inevitably view the later prophecies as somehow more relevant and more
personal than the message of Scripture, which is more than two thousand years
old.69

Unfortunately, in practical reality, priority is often given by some Christians to

supposed new revelation over the revelation of God in Scripture. Petty observes that “in

most churches, one gets more respect by saying ‘God told me’ than by sharing an

application of God’s values to your life.”70 Willard even confesses that “in terms of

overall importance the written Word and Jesus, the living Word, are not even to be

67 Ibid.
68 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 18.
69 John MacArthur, Reckless Faith: When the Church Loses Its Will to Discern

(Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway Books, 1994), 185.
70 Petty, Step by Step, 152.
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compared to a voice or vision used by God to speak to an individual.”71 At first glance,

you might think he is giving the priority to the living Word and the written Word, but in

the next sentence he says, “And from among the individual’s experiences of hearing God,

the ‘still small voice’ has a vastly greater role than anything else.”72 Perhaps that is not

clear enough, but it seems as if he is elevating new revelation over the completed canon

of Scripture. Two pages later, he writes, “…a major point of this book is that the still

small voice—or interior or inner voice, as it is also called—is the preferred and most

valuable form of individualized communication for God’s purposes.”73 If the Bible is

viewed as archaic and a new, fresh revelation from God is available, it is not surprising

that the priority would be given to the latter. On the other hand, as Swindoll observes,

“Those who have a high view of biblical revelation…have a very low view of any kind of

extra-biblical revelation.”74 One’s view of the sufficiency of Scripture drives his

conclusions.

In addition to these reasons, there is another that would not be popular among

those advocating this view, yet it needs to be mentioned—that is, faulty hermeneutics.

Friesen writes:

If a contextual interpretation of the key passages fails to substantiate the concept
of an individual will for each decision, why has that idea been taught and
accepted as biblical by so many for so long? Without being dogmatic, we would
suggest that the basic reason is imprecise hermeneutics…careful exegesis of the
relevant passages fails to support the basic premise of the traditional view.75

71 Willard, Hearing God, 87.
72 Ibid.
73 Ibid., 89.
74 Swindoll, The Mystery of God’s Will, 34.
75 Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God, 111-12.
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Chapter three of this project will deal with the connection between the new trends

in hermeneutical methodology and the current movement toward subjective mysticism.

This chapter will, however, deal with some of the key passages of Scripture being relied

upon by advocates of the subjective approach. Examples will be given of errors in

interpretation. More diligence in exegesis reveals flaws in the surface readings of several

key passages, as shall now be demonstrated.

An Analysis of Some Key Scripture Passages

Since hundreds of Scripture passages are cited by the various authors who have

written on this subject, it is obviously not within the scope of this project to address them

all. However, there are a few key passages that are most frequently referenced, and it is

these that will now be highlighted. Of particular interest are those cited by the advocates

of the subjective view. Because of the influence of Blackaby, and since many of the

passages he cites are in the Gospel of John, that will be the starting point. He especially

quotes from John 5, 8, 10, 14, 15 and 16. These will be addressed one at a time:

John 5

In Experiencing God, Blackaby highlights John 5:17, 19-20 and then points to

Jesus’ example there as something one should emulate. After summarizing Jesus’

example as “The Father has been working right up until now; now God has Me working;

I do nothing on My own initiative; I watch to see what the Father is doing; you see, the

Father loves Me; and He shows Me everything that He, Himself is doing,”76 he goes on to

76 Blackaby, Experiencing God, 15.
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say, “This model is for your life personally and for your church.”77 It leads him to one of

his most prominent conclusions, that we are to “watch and see where God is working and

join Him!”78 This is the foundational element of Blackaby’s system. In Hearing God’s

Voice, after citing this passage again, he writes, “Jesus did not set the agenda for his life.

Rather, he continually watched to see what his Father was doing.”79

Few would question the submission of the Son, in His incarnate state, to the will

of the Father. But to make the jump that this should also be normative for Christians

today and should be the primary element of determining God’s will for one’s life is

unacceptable. Most of John 5 is about the unique relationship between God the Father

and God the Son. The entire argument that Jesus gives to the Jews as to why He had

authority to heal on the Sabbath had to do with His unique relationship with His heavenly

Father. But this should not be seen in any way as normative for all Christians (see

section: “What Is Normative?” in appendix three).

Koukl observes:

The principal question is this: Is Jesus our model in everything? The correct
answer is no because Jesus was not only the perfect man and humble servant, but
also the Messiah and incarnate Son of God. We imitate His human perfections,
but not His prerogatives of divinity or messianic office.80

Blackaby is guilty here of making a conclusion that is not founded. He is also

guilty of poor hermeneutics. This is an example of taking passages out of context and

therefore missing the original intent of the author. John’s purpose in this passage is

clearly to show the uniqueness of Christ in His special relationship with the Father. This

77 Ibid.
78 Ibid.
79 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 142.
80 Koukl, Henry Blackaby’s Experiencing God—A Critique, 3.
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is something that no one else can claim and this is the reason why He had authority to

heal on the Sabbath. Blackaby conveniently omits verse 18, which explains that the Jews

understood this unique claim very well. This is why they were seeking to put Him to

death; because He was making Himself equal with God.

Koukl rightly observes the significance of the ga.r clauses in verses 20-22. He

writes:

These verses are a complete unit. If the Father showing Jesus ‘all things that He
Himself is doing’ is an example for us to model, then we are also to give life to
whom we wish, judge the world on the Father’s behalf, and demand that all
people honor us as they honor the Father. Obviously, that is not Jesus’ teaching
here. In context, these verses have to do with the divinity of Christ. He is unique
as the incarnate Son of God and therefore has unique obligations, unique abilities,
and a unique relationship with the Father.81

Leon Morris writes that the essence of “his defense rests on his intimate

relationship with the Father.”82 But this intimate relationship with the Father was unique

to the Son. Believers today don’t share in that unique relationship. His argument in

verse 17 has to do with that unique relationship with the Father and why He is not,

therefore, breaking the Sabbath. The argument assumes what the Jews already

confirmed, that even though the Bible says that God rested on the Sabbath, He did not

cease His working or the entire universe would come apart. So just as the Father

continually works and does not cease, even on the Sabbath, so the Son, because of His

unique relationship with the Father, continually works as well, even on the Sabbath.

Morris puts it this way:

Jesus points to the unceasing activity of the Father. Without him this whole
created universe would cease. Unless he works continually no one could survive.

81 Ibid., 4.
82 Leon Morris, Commentary on the Gospel of John (Grand Rapids, Michigan:

Eerdmans, 1971), 274.
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And because of his close relationship with the Father Jesus works in the same
way. The Sabbath cannot interfere with the work of such a one.83

William Hendriksen writes:

The passage…may be paraphrased as follows: “Do you Jews accuse me of
transgressing the Father’s sabbath-ordinance and of blaspheming his name by
claiming equality with him? The charge is absurd, for in that case the will of the
Son would be separate (not merely distinct) from the will of the Father and would
even oppose the latter. But as a matter of fact, the Son can do nothing whatever…
of himself, but only what he sees the Father doing…84

D. A. Carson adds, “For this self-defense to be valid, the same factors that apply

to God must apply to Jesus: either he is above the law given to mere mortals, or, if he

operates within the law, it is because the entire universe is his.”85 Here “Jesus insists that

whatever factors justify God’s continuous work from creation on also justify his.”86 This

is the argument of this passage, and Blackaby totally misses it (or ignores it).

Blackaby also does something similar with John 5:30, which is a summary verse

for this entire section. Concerning this verse Blackaby writes, “The sinless Son of God,

the only Person who perfectly fulfilled the Father’s will, did not make decisions

independent of the heavenly Father’s personal direction. It seems absurd to think that

anyone else should.”87 But again, Blackaby fails to consider the context. This is

referring to the unique role of the Son in judgment, which the Father has committed to

Him (vv. 22, 27). Morris explains, “Once again Jesus stresses his dependence on the

83 Ibid.
84 William Hendriksen, Exposition of the Gospel According to John (Grand

Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 1961), 198.
85 Donald A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids, Michigan:

Eerdmans, 1991), 247.
86 Ibid.
87 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 6.
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Father. As in verse 19, he confesses his inability to do anything completely of his own

volition.”88 He adds:

There he spoke of “seeing” the Father, here of hearing him. There is no essential
difference between these. In both places the language is metaphorical and points
us to the Son’s complete dependence on the Father. In the present context the
activity being discussed is judging. So Jesus says that his judgment is “just”…His
perfect obedience means that his judgment is divine.89

Again, this points to the uniqueness of the Son and the uniqueness of his

relationship to the Father. This is not something that can be considered normative for

Christians today. This has to do with Jesus’ role in his incarnation and has nothing to do

with contemporary decision making. Hendriksen writes:

The Son as Mediator has received definite information (as to standards of
judgment) from the Father. Moreover, inasmuch as his Mediatorial sonship rests
upon his eternal sonship, it is clear that he himself desires to do the wholly
righteous will of the Father, with whom he is united in essence: as I hear I judge,
and my judgment is just, because I do not seek my own will, but the will of
him who sent me.90

Christians today are not “united in essence” with the Father, as Jesus was. They

do not judge the world with righteous judgment. That is the unique role of the Son. This

cannot be normative for them.

John 8

In Experiencing God, under the heading of “God has not changed. He still speaks

to His people,” Blackaby writes, “…don’t let anyone intimidate you about hearing from

God.”91 One of the passages he cites in support of this is John 8:47. He quotes from the

NIV, which reads, “He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not

88 Morris, Commentary on the Gospel of John, 286.
89 Ibid.
90 Hendriksen, Exposition of the Gospel According to John, 204.
91 Blackaby, Experiencing God, 35.
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hear is that you do not belong to God." The discussion question in connection with this

verse is, “What does John 8:47 have to say about a person who does not hear what God

says (italics mine)?” The implication, of course, is that a person who is not hearing God

speak today does not really belong to Him. Blackaby writes, “Knowing God’s voice

comes from an intimate love relationship with God. That is why those who do not have

the relationship (‘do not belong to God’) do not hear what God is saying.”92 But is this

how John 8:47 should be understood in context?

John 8 has the same backdrop as John 7. These two chapters describe Jesus’

teaching and claims made at the Feast of Tabernacles concerning His deity (John 7:2).

Most of the discussion has to do with Jesus’ identity and his authority. He had presented

Himself as the “living water” (7:37-38) and the crowd was divided as to who he really

was (7:40-41). Following the account of the sinful woman (7:53-8:11) who was caught

in adultery, Jesus continued his teaching in the temple, and declared himself as the “light

of the world” (8:12). This spurs further discussion with the Pharisees (8:13) that

continues to the end of the chapter. The issue being dealt with in this section is the claim

of Christ as deity and why these Jews do not believe that. It is really a section that

describes the judgment of these Pharisees for their lack of faith and for their murderous

intentions.

Verse 16 states, “But even if I do judge, My judgment is true; for I am not alone

in it, but I and He who sent Me.” This is identical to his claim in John 5. He does not

judge alone, but is dependent on the Father for righteous judgment. Although the Jews

are claiming Abraham as their father, Jesus is letting them know that their murderous

92 Ibid., 37.
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intentions betray the fact that they are not like Abraham spiritually. He hints all

throughout this passage that their father is really Satan, and by the time we get to verse

44, He comes right out and says that. Verse 44 reads:

You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He
was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there
is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature; for
he is a liar, and the father of lies.

Elliff observes that “there is an interesting subtheme in the Gospel of John. As

you read through the book, you notice the profound inability of the Pharisees to grasp the

truth of Jesus’ teaching.”93 Jesus is dealing here with their Satanically-induced blindness.

So when He says in verse 47, “He who is of God hears the words of God; for this reason

you do not hear them, because you are not of God," He is not referring to the same thing

Blackaby is referring to. He is speaking of their unbelief in rejecting Him as the Messiah

and Savior. This has nothing at all to do with hearing God speak today in any kind of

ongoing, additional revelation.

The issue is their willful unbelief in Him as the divine Son of God. Jesus says to

them in verse 43, "Why do you not understand what I am saying? It is because you

cannot hear My word.” All throughout this chapter, one can observe them having

difficulty understanding what He is saying to them. Hendriksen writes, “The Jews have

given repeated indications of spiritual obtuseness…The language which Jesus employs,

his terms and phrases, his entire utterance (lalia.) or manner of speaking, is a mystery

to them.”94 Here He gives the reason why. Hendriksen explains that

The whole might be paraphrased as follows: “Why do you not recognize the
meaning of my phrases, as your constant questions and exclamations and insults

93 Elliff, Led by the Spirit, 19.
94 Hendriksen, Exposition of the Gospel According to John, 59.
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so clearly indicate? It is because, through ill will, you cannot bear the truth or
message conveyed by these phrases.”95

It is not that they could not understand, but that their preconceptions against

Christ prevented them from understanding. As Morris puts it, “They are so wrapped up

in their preconceptions that they cannot perceive its truth.”96 But the point is that it is this

willful unbelief of these particular Jews that Jesus is addressing in verse 47, not some

kind of additional revelation to Christians in modern times. They rejected Christ and

they determined in their hearts to put Him to death. That’s why Jesus said that they were

of their father the devil and why they rejected God’s words delivered by Christ. As

Hendriksen puts it, “Just as those who are of the devil are inflamed with his lusts (8:44),

so also those who are of God give heed to his utterances. The Jews, by not giving heed to

them, also in this manner prove their spiritual kinship and descent.”97 But this has to do

with the willful rejection of Christ, not the receiving of direct revelation today for the

purpose of guidance.

John 10

John 10 is a key passage for those who hold to the belief that God is still speaking

to people today. As has already been pointed out, the shepherd analogy is key to their

position. Blackaby writes:

The good news is that those who belong to Christ can discern his voice. Jesus
said: “I am the good shepherd. I know My own sheep, and they know Me…My
sheep hear My voice, I know them, and they follow Me” (John 10:14, 27
HCSB).98

95 Ibid.
96 Morris, Commentary on the Gospel of John, 410.
97 Hendriksen, Exposition of the Gospel According to John, 62.
98 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 189.
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This fits in well with Blackaby’s assumption that the only way a person can be in

close fellowship with God is by continuously hearing Him speak. Blackaby writes,

“Jesus said his sheep would know his voice (John 10:4-5, 14, 27). The Bible’s overall

testimony is that when God spoke, people knew it was God, and they knew what he was

saying.”99 In fact, Blackaby believes this so strongly that he even questions the salvation

of those who do not hold his view. He exclaims that “Jesus said genuine Christians hear

his voice as he leads them (John 10:4-5, 14). Those who never hear God speak should

examine whether they have been born again.”100 Willard also appeals often to this

concept.101 And Stanley writes:

Jesus made it clear in John 10:27 that the believer’s normal experience is to hear
God accurately. “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow
Me.” If we as believers walk in the Spirit…allow the Holy Spirit to fill us and live
His life through us, then it should be easy for us to distinguish whether the voice
we hear is of God, the flesh, or the devil. The natural walk of Spirit-filled,
committed believers is such that when God speaks, we can identify His Voice.102

But are Blackaby, and others of this position, properly understanding the meaning

of John 10? Koukl writes, “The passage in John 10 where Jesus refers to His sheep

hearing His voice is central to Blackaby’s view. It also (is) frequently misapplied…”103

He points out that there are four times in this passage that Jesus refers to His sheep

hearing or knowing His voice (10:3, 4, 16, 27). Then he states that “verse six is key to

understanding this passage. Here John explicitly states that Jesus’ remarks about hearing

His voice are a figure of speech” (underscore in the original).104 Koukl goes on to

99 Ibid., 257.
100 Ibid., 67.
101 Willard, Hearing God, 29, 81, 166.
102 Stanley, How to Listen to God, 50.
103 Koukl, Henry Blackaby’s Experiencing God—A Critique, 4.
104 Ibid., 5.
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explain (very effectively) what the figure of speech here has to do with. He says, “hearing

Jesus’ voice…results in salvation, it is not the result of salvation.”105 In other words, this

analogy of the shepherd and the sheep has to do with hearing His voice and responding to

His call to salvation. It has nothing at all to do with hearing God subsequent to salvation,

such as the receiving of ongoing revelation from God apart from Scripture.

Again, the problem is the unbelief of the Jews, and just as in John 8:47, Jesus tells

them that the reason they are not believing (in this case the figure is that of following like

sheep) is because they don’t belong to God. He says, "But you do not believe, because

you are not of My sheep” (John 10:26). Koukl correctly points out that “in context,

Jesus’ meaning is unmistakable. He says, ‘My sheep hear My voice, and I know them,

and they follow Me and I give eternal life to them’ (v. 27-28).”106 The issue being

discussed here is salvation. It is not ongoing revelation. As Koukl explains, “The voice

being referred to here is not the whispers of private direction given by God, but the

effective call of the Holy Spirit bringing us to Christ.”107 In other words, “this ‘hearing’

is not for believers after salvation, but for non-believers prior to salvation.”108 The reason

one can know that is because the passage makes it clear that “according to Jesus’

comments, hearing His voice is essential to salvation. Those who do not hear are not

His.”109 Koukl writes, “There is an unavoidable consequence of blending the wording of

John 10 with Blackaby’s definition of hearing Jesus’ ‘voice.’”110 That consequence is

that you have to assume that one who does not continuously hear God’s voice in ongoing

105 Ibid.
106 Ibid.
107 Ibid.
108 Ibid.
109 Ibid.
110 Ibid.
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revelation directly from God is not really born again (cf. Blackaby’s understanding of

John 8:47). But this is a result of a wrong understanding of John 10. As Koukl explains:

To Jesus, hearing God is not a skill to be developed. It is not an advanced
discipline opening the lines to personalized assignments from the Father. It is not
a fruit of a deepening love relationship with God. It is a figure of speech. Hearing
Jesus’ voice is not getting an assignment; it’s getting saved. It’s the result of the
Father drawing the non-believer into Jesus’ arms.111

John 14

John 14 is another important passage for the proponents of the continuing

revelation view. The well-known declaration of John 14:6 becomes for them a promise

that Jesus will serve as a guide for decision making in life. For example, in Experiencing

God, Blackaby employs an illustration of going to a farmer’s house, first with a map

written down from directions given by the farmer, and then the next time with the farmer

being with him to guide him there. Of course, the moral of the story is that it is much

better to have a personal guide than mere directions. But Blackaby follows this by

quoting John 14:6. Blackaby then states, “Jesus said, ‘I am the way.’ He did not say, “I

will show you the way.’ He did not say, ‘I will give you a road map.’ He did not say, “I

will tell you which direction to head.’ He said, ‘I am the way.’ Jesus knows the way; He

is your way.”112 After a series of discussion questions intended to reinforce this idea,

Blackaby writes:

When you get to the place where you trust Jesus to guide you one step at a time
you experience a new freedom. If you don’t trust Jesus to guide you this way,
what happens if you don’t know the way you are to go? You worry every time
you must make a turn. You often freeze up and cannot make a decision.113

111 Ibid., 6.
112 Blackaby, Experiencing God, 11.
113 Ibid.
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The implication is that Jesus promises in John 14:6 that He will guide believers

each step of the way in their lives. But John 14:6 has nothing to do with decision making

and having Jesus as a guide every step of the way. It is a verse that talks about salvation.

It is in response to a question posed by Thomas, one of the Twelve, in verse 5. The

“way” that Jesus is referring to is clearly the way to where He is going, which is to the

Father (vv. 1-4). Carson explains that “Only because he is the truth and the life can Jesus

be the way for others to come to God, the way for his disciples to attain the many

dwelling-places in the Father’s house (vv. 2-3), and therefore the answer to Thomas’s

question (v. 5).”114

As Rugh points out, “John 14:6 is not a passage about how Christians can know

God’s purposes for their lives. It is a salvation text. Jesus is declaring that salvation only

comes through Him.”115 Morris states “the truth” refers to “the saving truth of the

gospel.”116 And “the life…will likewise take its content from the gospel.”117 He says,

“‘Way,’ ‘truth,’ and ‘life’ all have relevance, the triple expression emphasizing the many-

sidedness of the saving work…Jesus is asserting in strong terms the uniqueness of his

work for sinners.”118 This passage is clearly in connection with salvation and not

ongoing guidance from Jesus. As the last part of that verse makes clear, “…No one

comes to the Father except through me.” The issue is, “How do you get to the Father?”

and the answer is that Jesus is the way.

114 Carson, The Gospel According to John, 401.
115 Rugh, A Critique of “Experiencing God,” 18.
116 Morris, Commentary on the Gospel of John, 569.
117 Ibid.
118 Ibid., 569-570.
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John 14:26 is another verse that is taken out of context and misinterpreted by the

advocates of the subjective view. Blackaby has this verse listed under the heading of

“God speaks to His people.”119 Later, after quoting this verse, Blackaby writes:

As Jesus was preparing the disciples for his imminent departure, he assured them
that the coming of the Holy Spirit would be greatly to their benefit. Not only
would the Holy Spirit be their teacher and counselor after Jesus ascended to
heaven, but he would also bring to the disciples’ remembrance everything Jesus
had said to them.120

Then he explains,

Some Bible commentators claim this promise was only meant for the eleven
disciples in order to enable them to write Scripture. However, it would seem that
just as Jesus’ Great Commission was for the succeeding generations of disciples,
so this promise of the Holy Spirit’s activity in the lives of disciples pertains to
contemporary followers of Jesus as well.121

What kind of hermeneutic is that? Is one to say that just because Jesus’ words in

one place are intended for all generations of believers that every word given to the

Twelve should apply in this way? The evangelizing of the world was obviously for every

generation of Christians; the writing of the New Testament Scriptures was not. Pettegrew

is helpful at this point. He writes:

Does the ministry of the teaching of the Spirit apply to the disciples or does it
apply to all believers? Most commentators agree that it applies to both but not in
the exact same way. Lenski says, “This teaching was to a great extent immediate
in the case of the apostles; for others it is mediate, the medium being the apostles
whose word forms the foundation of the church, Eph. 2:20.” For the apostles, the
Spirit directly superintended some of their writings so that their compositions
partook of the quality known as “inspiration.” These inspired writings of the
Scriptures are infallible and authoritative and become an important part of the
application of the teaching ministry of the Spirit to Christians who were alive
after the death of the apostles. Obviously, the Spirit cannot remind the believers
today of the teachings of Christ except through the apostles’ writings.122

119 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 35.
120 Ibid., 83.
121 Ibid.
122 Pettegrew, The New Covenant Ministry of the Holy Spirit, 71.
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The teaching ministry of the Spirit for the apostles was unique. It involved the

inspiration of the New Testament Scriptures. But for subsequent generations of

believers, the work of the Spirit is that of illumination, not inspiration. Elliff writes:

There is really nothing mystical about it. It is going on by virtue of the Spirit’s
indwelling in conjunction with his already revealed Word. This understanding of
the truth as it is found in Scripture is called illumination…If you are a true
believer, you may say with confidence, “I am guided by the Spirit into truth.”123

In other words, the teaching of the Holy Spirit in regard to inspiration is complete.

It was the aspect of bringing to remembrance the things that Christ had taught the Twelve

and aiding them to grasp those truths fully so that they could pen the words of the New

Testament (at least some of them). But for believers today, the work of the Spirit is that

of illumination; taking the words that have already been inspired by the Spirit and aiding

in the understanding and application of those truths. It is important to note that this is

different from what Blackaby and others are advocating. This does not include a

continued “voice” from God apart from the Scripture, as they claim is necessary for

close, intimate fellowship with God.

Fowler White makes the important observation that “the words of direction that

God communicated to and through the apostles were His very words.”124 That is a claim

one cannot make today. The very words of Christ are only contained in Scripture (cf.

John 16:13-14). Believers today are not receiving the very words of Christ as the

apostles did when they were inspired to write the New Testament (along with those

connected with their ministries). As Pettegrew points out,

123 Elliff, Led by the Spirit, 21.
124 Fowler White, “Does God Speak Today Apart from the Bible?,” in The

Coming Evangelical Crisis, ed. John H. Armstrong (Chicago, Illinois: Moody Press,
1996), 81.
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Although Christ had taught the disciples as much as they could grasp during His
earthly ministry, He still had much left to teach them. But because He was about
to depart, someone else would have to continue His educational ministry. Thus,
“the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, whom the Father will send in my name
he shall teach you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance,
whatsoever I have said unto you” (John 14:26). The Holy Spirit would remind the
disciples of all of Christ’s earthly teaching, bringing them a clearer and fuller
understanding.125

Hammering home this same point, Morris has written:

“All things” is comprehensive and probably means “all that you will need to
know.” The Spirit is to be the guide and teacher of the church. This does not mean
that he will make new revelations; rather he will bring back to the disciples’
memory all the things that Jesus had told them. John has made it clear that the
disciples did not grasp the significance of much that their Master taught them. It
seems likely that they let slip some of the things they did not understand. Jesus is
now saying that the Holy Spirit will supply their lack. The things of which he will
remind them are the things that Jesus has spoken to them. In other words, the
Spirit will not dispense with the teaching of Jesus. The teaching to be recalled is
his.126

This is strong, but Carson is even stronger:

…the promise of v. 26 has in view the Spirit’s role to the first generation of
disciples, not to all subsequent Christians. John’s purpose in including this theme
and this verse is not to explain how readers at the end of the first century may be
taught by the Spirit, but to explain to readers at the end of the first century how
the first witnesses, the first disciples, came to an accurate and full understanding
of the truth of Jesus Christ. The Spirit’s ministry in this respect was not to bring
qualitatively new revelation, but to complete, to fill out, the revelation brought by
Jesus himself.127

John 15/16

In John 15 and 16 there is further clarification of what has been said concerning

the uniqueness of the relationship between the Father and Son, the role of the Spirit in the

125 Pettegrew, The New Covenant Ministry of the Holy Spirit, 71.
126 Morris, Commentary on the Gospel of John, 583.
127 Carson, The Gospel According to John, 505.
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inspiration of the New Testament, and the significance of the completion of the New

Testament canon. Petty writes:

In John 15:26, Jesus returns to the topic of the knowledge he has promised his
disciples. He makes it clear that this knowledge from the Father comes in two
stages or installments. He says, referring to stage two, “When the Counselor
comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out
from the Father, he will testify about me.” Then in 16:12 he announces, “I have
much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. But when he, the Spirit of
truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth.”128

Petty describes the training of the Twelve in Jesus’ earthly ministry as the first

installment. He had trained them intensely for over three years, and yet there was much

that they had not been able to comprehend. Petty explains that “there was much more to

be said—far more than they could yet assimilate. For that, they were to wait for the

coming of the Spirit. He would guide them into ‘all the truth.’129 Petty goes on to quote

John 16:13-15 and then says, “What Jesus is promising is nothing less than a new

revelation, an addition to the Word of God (the Old Testament) beyond what he taught in

his earthly ministry. It would complete the revelation of the Father.”130 Even more

importantly, Petty observes:

There was an intense period of some forty years when the Spirit of God spoke
through the apostles in order to witness to and interpret the death and resurrection
of Christ. This process completed the revelation Christ promised in John 15:15.
The church was established on the “Rock” of the apostles’ confessing what the
Spirit revealed (Matt. 16:15-18). This ministry was largely completed by the end
of the apostolic era (about A.D. 100) when all the apostles had died, as well as
most of those specially commissioned to extend and represent their ministry
(Timothy, Titus, John Mark, etc.). At this point in the development of the church,
the leadership passed to “those who believed through their [the apostles’]
message” (John 17:20).131

128 Petty, Step by Step, 85.
129 Ibid.
130 Ibid., 86.
131 Ibid.
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Much has been written about the coming of the Holy Spirit and His role in the

church. The biblical record indicates a number of functions carried out by the Holy Spirit

under the new covenant, not the least of which is the inspiration of the New Testament.

John addresses this in chapters 15 and 16. In 15:26 he writes, “When the Counselor

comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the

Father, he will testify about me.” In 16:5 Jesus begins to talk to them about His going

away, and He says in verse 7, “But I tell you the truth, it is to your advantage that I go

away; for if I do not go away, the Helper shall not come to you; but if I go, I will send

Him to you.” In verses 8-11 He talks about the Spirit’s role in regard to the world, but in

verses 12-15 He says to His disciples,

I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. But when
He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not
speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will
disclose to you what is to come. He shall glorify Me; for He shall take of Mine,
and shall disclose it to you. All things that the Father has are Mine; therefore I
said, that He takes of Mine, and will disclose it to you.

Advocates of the continuing revelation view make much of this teaching. They

often cite portions of this passage to attempt to show biblical support for their position.

For example, Blackaby quotes John 16:13-14 as he is claiming that God still speaks to

people today.132 After quoting John 16:13, he writes, “He knows your personal future.

He is the only one who can guide you safely and securely through your life.”133 Then he

goes on to give an illustration of how God guides through inner promptings.134

Apparently this is Blackaby’s understanding of what it means when the Spirit guides into

truth. It has nothing to do with the work of the Spirit in the apostles to aid them in the

132 Blackaby, Experiencing God, 36.
133 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 75.
134 Ibid., 75-76.
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writing of the New Testament Scriptures. And it has nothing to do with the work of the

Spirit to illumine the hearts and minds of modern believers to know and understand the

truth that has been revealed in Scripture. Rather it has to do with some new word from

God given to us apart from and beyond the Scripture. Yet there is nothing in this passage

of Scripture that teaches this.

Pettegrew writes:

Many ministries of the Holy Spirit are introduced to us in the Upper Room
Discourse. The Lord’s instructions in this passage, sometimes called the Farewell
Discourse, was presented to the disciples the night before the Crucifixion. In it
we learn that the Holy Spirit, when He comes, will be the Comforter (14:16); the
one who indwells the believer (v. 17); the teacher (14:26; 15:26; 16:13-15); the
one who convicts the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment (16:7-11); and the
one who will help the disciples remember the events of Christ’s earthly ministry
(14:26).135

Nothing at all is said here of any kind of ongoing revelation to contemporary

believers. Yes, the Holy Spirit is referred to as “the Spirit of truth” (16:13) and it is said

that “He will guide you into all truth,” but in 17:17 we are told what the source of that

guidance is to be, when Jesus prayed for them, "Sanctify them in the truth; Thy word is

truth.” As Adams puts it, “we have received the truth Jesus considered necessary to grow

spiritually, to be sanctified.”136 Concerning John 16:12-14, Friesen writes, “In context,

‘all truth’ must refer to spiritual truth such as the teaching they had received from Jesus

(in John 14-16)…there is no hint in this passage that this guidance will be provided

through inner impressions.”137 He adds that “if this passage has a direct application to

believers today, it would be on the order of the ministry of illumination as described in 1

135 Pettegrew, The New Covenant Ministry of the Holy Spirit, 67-68.
136 Adams, The Christian’s Guide to Guidance, 19.
137 Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God, 140.
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John 2:20 and 27.”138 He says, “The promise would be that of enablement in recognizing

spiritual truth.”139

Referring to John 16-17, Dave Swavely concludes:

From the words of our Lord in these passages, an unmistakable doctrine of
Scripture emerges. Jesus says, “These things I have spoken to you, that when their
hour comes, you may remember that I told you of them. And these things I did not
say to you at the beginning, because I was with you” (John 16:4). “Their hour”
means the hour of the words, which must be a reference to the approaching time
when Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John would write them down for posterity in
their gospels.140

He continues:

Then Jesus goes on to predict the inspiration of more books, beyond the gospels,
which will complete his Word. John 16:12-15 says, “I have many more things to
say to you, but you cannot bear them now. But when He, the Spirit of truth,
comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own
initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what
is to come [not future events, but the additional revelation that is to come]. He
shall glorify Me; for He shall take of Mine, and shall disclose it to you. All things
that the Father has [for believers to know] are Mine; therefore I said, that He takes
of Mine, and will disclose it to you.” That passage clearly says that the end result
of the Spirit’s ministry in the apostles would be the revelation of “all truth”—not
all the truth that God knows, of course, but all the truth God wants us to know.141

And then comes the clincher: “Contending that more revelation is necessary after

the apostolic age, therefore, is tantamount to saying that the Holy Spirit did not do what

he was sent to do.”142 Swavely concludes with these observations:

A few verses later, in John 16:25, Jesus says, “These thing I have spoken to you
in figurative language; an hour is coming when I will speak to you no more in
figurative language, but will tell you plainly of the Father.” Again, this is
obviously a reference to the apostolic epistles that complete the New Testament,
because they clearly have the character of explaining much of what Jesus taught

138 Ibid.
139 Ibid.
140 Dave Swavely, Decisions, Decisions: How (and How Not) To Make Them

(Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing, 2003), 20.
141 Ibid., 20-21.
142 Ibid.
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in the Gospels. And in case there might be any doubt that Jesus was talking about
a completed written revelation that would be the source of guidance for believers
until he returns, he went on to say to his Father in his high priestly prayer,
“Sanctify them in the truth; Thy word is truth” (John 17:17).143

To summarize, perhaps the words of Meadors say it best:

The statement of John 16:13 that the Spirit “will guide you into all truth,” is not a
general promise to any Christian but is addressed to the disciples who would
chronicle Jesus’ earthly ministry and God’s will for the church. God’s speech
through prophets and apostles is unique. Much of what they communicated was
eventually codified into what we call Scripture. Biblical texts that reflect this
process cannot be applied to God’s speaking to the typical believer. To do so
violates the rule of contextual intent.144

All this serves to show that much of the meaning of John’s gospel is missed by

the advocates of the continuing revelation view. The priority given to these passages in

John by adherents of the continuing revelation view have warranted this fuller treatment.

Yet not all of the key passages cited by these authors are in John’s Gospel. Other

important passages also deserve some attention, and although it is not possible in the

scope of this project to address them all, a few additional ones will receive treatment

here.

Additional Passages

Romans 8:12-17

The key verse in question, and the most often quoted by advocates of the

continuing revelation view, is verse 14, “For all who are being led by the Spirit of God,

these are sons of God.” In regard to this passage, Willard writes:

…God is also with us in a conversational relationship: he speaks with us
individually as it is appropriate—which is only to be expected between persons

143 Ibid.
144 Meadors, Decision Making God’s Way, 170.
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who know one another, care about each other and are engaged in common
enterprises… It is this that turns Paul’s statement that “all who are led by the
Spirit of God are children of God” (Rom. 8:14) into a framework for personal
development as distinct from an incitement to play the robot…145

The implication is that Paul intended this phrase “led by the Spirit of God” to

mean the continued speaking of God to Christians “individually.” But is this a good

understanding of Romans 8:14? It clearly is not. Similar to John 14, this passage has to

do with salvation and not ongoing revelation. As Romans 8:16 makes clear, “The Spirit

Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.” In regard to this,

Meadors writes, “After one has believed the proclamation (of the gospel) and moved into

the category of saved, the Spirit bears an internal witness to the reality of that

transaction.”146 Everett Harrison explains that “the Spirit’s ministry set forth in these

verses may be thought of as his attestation, in which he confirms for the believer the

reality of his position as a son of God based on adoption into the heavenly family.”147

Meadors writes, “The Spirit’s role in guidance is to do an internal work that correlates

with God’s Word rather than going beyond that Word with extrabiblical

communication.”148

In addition to this, Romans 8:12-17 is dealing with the ongoing sanctification of

the believer. Koukl explains it this way:

What, then, does the Scripture mean by being led by the Spirit? The simplest way
to answer that question is to look up the verses using the term. The only two
references in the Epistles to being led by the Spirit mean something specific. Paul
does not use the term the same way Blackaby does (or Willard). The concept
appears in Romans 8:12-14 (take special note of v. 9). Being led by the Spirit in

145 Willard, Hearing God, 51.
146 Meadors, Decision Making God’s Way, 171.
147 Everett F. Harrison, “Romans” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. by

Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1976), 10:92.
148 Meadors, Decision Making God’s Way, 175.
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this passage is not referring to individual guidance, but empowerment to live holy
lives. The Holy Spirit works to convict of sin, “leading” a Christian into righteous
living, in Paul’s words, “Putting to death the deeds of the body.”149

Perhaps the strongest words on Romans 8:14 come from Friesen:

This verse is often quoted as proof of the idea that the Holy Spirit leads believers
through inner impressions into the ideal will of God. The word “led” certainly
looks like guidance, and the Agent of leading is the Holy Spirit. The context,
however, deals a death blow to such an understanding of this passage.150

He says, “In…context, ‘being led by the Spirit of God’ is another way of

describing life ‘according to the Spirit’ in which the Christian is ‘putting to death the

deeds of the body.’”151 He says, “what the apostle Paul is discussing in this passage is

righteous living…experiential conformity to the moral will of God.”152 In a footnote,

Friesen adds:

The context includes a verse construed by some to show the use of subjective
impressions spoken directly to the heart of man. Romans 8:16 says, “The Spirit
Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.” The message
here is not daily decision making. The phrase “with our spirit” refers back to 8:15.
There the believer’s spirit is described as one of adoption which cries out, “Abba!
Father!” With this witness of the human regenerated spirit is added the witness of
the Spirit. The Spirit witnesses to the believer that he is a child of God…153

Petty simply puts it, “This passage gives assurance to God’s children about their

salvation.”154 In other words, “Those who are led into battle by the Spirit are true

Christians.”155

149 Koukl, Henry Blackaby’s Experiencing God—A Critique, 8.
150 Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God, 137.
151 Ibid., 138.
152 Ibid.
153 Ibid., 146.
154 Petty, Step by Step, 162.
155 Ibid.
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Hebrews 1:1-2

Blackaby lists Hebrews 1:1 as another support for the idea that God is still

speaking today.156 He later quotes 1:1-2 under the heading of “God Speaks by the Holy

Spirit.”157 Blackaby claims that ever “since Jesus’ earthly ministry God has chosen to

communicate with people in a variety of ways.”158 He goes on to give examples of some

of the various ways God spoke in the apostolic era, without acknowledging its

transitional nature (again, see the section “What Is Normative?” in appendix three).

Willard writes, “…what we know about guidance and the divine-human

encounter from the Bible and the lives of those who have gone before us shows that

God’s communications come to us in many forms.”159 Is Willard not aware of Hebrews

1:1-2? Later, after listing all the various ways in which God spoke in the Old Testament,

Willard writes, “Perhaps the first thing to say is that there is no foundation in

Scripture…why any or all of these types of experience might not be used by God

today.”160 Really? What about Hebrews 1:1-2? Ferguson explains the significance of

Hebrews 1:1-2 this way:

We recognize that God has spoken in various ways. Now he has spoken finally in
his Son Jesus (Heb. 1:1-2). The implication, which the book of Hebrews works
out at considerable length, is that we no longer live in the age in which God
reveals his will to us in these diverse ways. Now he has perfectly revealed his will
to us in Jesus, and we will find guidance enshrined in the pages of our only
witness to Christ—the Holy Scriptures.161

156 Blackaby, Experiencing God, 35.
157 Ibid., 76.
158 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 32.
159 Willard, Hearing God, 26.
160 Ibid., 103.
161 Ferguson, Discovering God’s Will, 28.
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Swavely puts it like this, “…it becomes clear that Jesus’ revelation to the world

came through his own words and the words of his apostles, and that revelation was the

last word from our Lord until his return.”162 Swavely also makes another important

observation concerning this passage. He writes:

Notice also that according to this passage, special revelation was not normative
for all of God’s people at all times in history. In other words, though God did
speak in a voice or vision to some believers at some times, there were many other
times when no one heard his voice directly. So most believers throughout history
have had to seek God’s guidance from the Scriptures they possessed, which were
the written records of what he had said in a former time.163

After listing a host of ways that God spoke in the Old Testament era, Jensen had

this insightful response:

It is here that we must make a crucial distinction. To set out how God can guide
us (or how he has guided people in the past) does not tell us how God does guide
today or how he will guide…I have never been to Egypt. I don’t have a staff, let
alone one that turns into a snake…Even if I met a man with a snake-stick and a
hand with optional leprosy, I would not expect him to lead me out of slavery in
Egypt. God did guide his people in that way. And I have no doubt that God could
guide his people again in that fashion if he should so choose. Yet I cannot draw
the conclusion that God will guide me in the same way today, simply because he
chose to do so with Moses at that particular time…I should not see snake-and-
leprosy style guidance as the norm, and regard my Christian life as inadequate
because this is not my experience.164

Swindoll’s conclusion is, “Now that the written word of God is available to us all,

the word of God in prophetic utterance is no longer needed. The word of God does not

come to men today. It has come once and for all; men must now come to it.”165 He

makes the case in a way that only Swindoll can, as he pleads:

Tell me you have determined God’s will from the Scriptures, carefully studied
within the context in which it was given, and you’ve got my attention and my

162 Swavely, Decisions, Decisions, 22.
163 Ibid., 25-26.
164 Jensen and Payne, Guidance and the Voice of God, 82.
165 Swindoll, The Mystery of God’s Will, 33.
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respect. Don’t regale me with tales of a night vision or some “word of
knowledge” in a dream. Don’t talk to me about a voice, especially one you heard
in the middle of the night while standing in your kitchen. (It was probably just a
bad case of indigestion.) I don’t mean to be flippant about serious spiritual
matters, but this kind of extra-biblical revelation is not only spurious, it’s
downright dangerous. It inevitably leads you astray, away from the truth of God.
Your curiosity and your fascination will take over, eclipsing the authority of the
Scriptures.166

A Case for Wisdom

The alternative for a mystical, subjective belief that God is still speaking to people

today is what is most often referred to as the “wisdom view.” Rather than seeing open-

ended, continuing revelation, this view holds that the canon is closed and that no new

revelation beyond Scripture is being supplied by God today. Certainly there is the aspect

of the Word of God being “living and powerful” and the fact that the Holy Spirit

illumines the truth of Scripture to the heart and mind of the believer. Yet this is distinct

from the view that God is still speaking directly to people in our modern times.

There are many advocates of this perspective today. For example, MacArthur

writes, “The biblical wisdom that is the hallmark of the Spirit-filled person is the

platform on which all right decision making must be based.”167 Petty confesses, “I

believe that guidance comes when you learn to apply the Word of God to your life in the

wisdom provided by the Holy Spirit.”168 He asks, “Does the Bible directly state that the

way to know the will of God is through spiritual wisdom, discernment, and insight? I

believe the answer is yes.”169

Pointing to Ephesians 5:15-18, Ferguson observes:

166 Ibid., 34.
167 MacArthur, Reckless Faith, 191.
168 Petty, Step by Step, 11.
169 Ibid., 135.
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We are to walk, not as unwise, foolish Christians. (Paul does not deny that
Christians could be both; he emphasises [sic] that they ought not to be either).
Wisdom and the will of God are intimately related, as the Book of Proverbs
underlines.170

He adds that “the chief need we have, therefore, is that of increased familiarity

with and sensitivity to the wisdom of his word.”171 He says, “As we familiarize ourselves

with all that he has revealed about himself, we learn to know his mind.”172 Ferguson says

that guidance

…comes through a combination of the study of God’s word (where we learn the
great principles of his will), a heart which is submitted to the Lord of the word,
and the help of the Spirit who illuminates the word and leads us into a true
application of its principles to our own situation.173

Referring to James 1:5 and 3:17 (and by viewing those two passages together),

Bible professor Bruce Waltke concludes, “Rather than asking for Him to ‘reveal His

will,’ we ask Him to develop His character of wisdom in our lives.”174 Clearly this is a

totally different perspective than that of those who are still looking for God to speak

directly to us today. Driven by a belief in the sufficiency of Scripture, those who hold to

this view (including this author) look to the Word of God as the source of truth, illumined

by the Holy Spirit. In spite of Blackaby’s claims to the contrary,175 this need not mean

that there can be no close, intimate relationship with God. Elliff points out that “there is

170 Ferguson, Discovering God’s Will, 59.
171 Ibid., 31.
172 Ibid.
173 Ibid., 35.
174 Bruce Waltke, Finding the Will of God (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans,

1995), 102.
175 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 4-5.
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no gain if we operate, as it were, by natural unassisted reason, but there is every hope for

wisdom if we genuinely rely on the Holy Spirit to supply it.”176

How is wisdom to be defined? Friesen writes that “wisdom is the power to see,

and the inclination to choose, the best and highest goal, together with the surest means of

attaining it.”177 He adds that “wisdom is the ability to figure out what is spiritually

expedient in a given situation.”178 Petty claims that “wisdom is the ability to apply the

will of God. It makes the connection between the commandment and the situation.”179

Swavely says that “wisdom is a knowledge of Scripture and the ability to apply that

knowledge in your life.”180 As Swavely continues to explain:

Wisdom is unquestionably tied to Scripture. In fact, the two words are sometimes
used interchangeably in the Bible (cf. Luke 11:49; 1 Cor. 2:7). Every word in
Scripture is wisdom, and we gain wisdom primarily by studying the Scriptures
(Ps. 119:97-110, 129-130). But wisdom is also an acquired skill through which
one can apply the truth of the Scriptures to issues and situations in life, even to
those that are not directly addressed in the Bible. Colossians 3:16 implies this
slight distinction between the Word and wisdom when it says, “Let the word of
Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one
another.” The “word of Christ” is the written revelation we have received from
God; the “wisdom” Paul is talking about is the God-given ability to apply the
principles of Scripture to human problems.181

Waltke explains that “… ‘wisdom’ in the Old Testament is a character trait, not

simply thinking soberly. People with wisdom have the character to make good

176 Elliff, Led by the Spirit, 42.
177 Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God, 188.
178 Ibid.
179 Petty, Step by Step, 142.
180 Swavely, Decisions, Decisions, 115, 126.
181 Ibid., 126.
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decisions.”182 He further states that “when we pray to God for wisdom, we are looking

for Him to develop the character of wisdom in our lives.”183

Of course, there are so many admonitions in Scripture to attain the wisdom of

God, it would be difficult to cite them all. Most of the Book of Proverbs is dedicated to

this exhortation. Proverbs 16:16 says, “How much better it is to get wisdom than gold!

And to get understanding is to be chosen above silver.” Proverbs 23:23 continues that

theme with “Buy truth, and do not sell it, Get wisdom and instruction and

understanding.” In Proverbs 3:13-15 we find these words, “How blessed is the man who

finds wisdom, and the man who gains understanding. For its profit is better than the

profit of silver, and its gain than fine gold. She is more precious than jewels; and nothing

you desire compares with her.” Many other passages could be referenced, but the

admonition to attain biblical wisdom is not limited to Proverbs, nor is it relegated to the

Old Testament.

The New Testament continues to echo this refrain. For example, in Colossians

1:9-10 we find,

For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we have not ceased to pray for
you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all
spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you may walk in a manner worthy of
the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and
increasing in the knowledge of God. (Col. 1:9-10)

The teaching of Paul here is clear. His prayer is that “spiritual wisdom and

understanding” would result in believers being filled with “the knowledge of His will.”

This in turn will enable them to walk the worthy Christian walk, to bear spiritual fruit,

182 Waltke, Finding the Will of God, 17.
183 Ibid., 101.
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and to grow spiritually. We find something similar in Philippians 1:9-11. Here Paul

writes:

And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real knowledge
and all discernment, so that you may approve the things that are excellent, in
order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ; having been filled with
the fruit of righteousness which comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory and
praise of God. (Phil. 1:9-11)

Petty explains that

Here, instead of discerning the will of God, Paul says “discerning what is best” or,
as the King James Version says, “that you may approve the things that are
excellent.” The underlying Greek word is the word for testing, trying, or
proving.184

Petty also says that these passages are closely paralleled by the well-known text

of Romans 12:1-2. After quoting this passage he then observes that “Paul says that a

renewed mind will result in the ability to ‘approve’ or ‘show’ what is the will of God—

the good, the well-pleasing, and the perfect. It is the same Greek word used in Phil.

1:9.”185

Perhaps the most often cited New Testament passage in this regard is contained in

the fifth chapter of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. Here he writes, “Therefore be careful

how you walk, not as unwise men, but as wise, making the most of your time, because

the days are evil. So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is”

(Eph. 5:15-17). Much has been written about this text, but it seems to point to godly

wisdom as the source of understanding “what the will of the Lord is.” If wisdom is to be

equated with the revelation of God in Scripture, then the Word of God is the key to

understanding God’s will.

184 Petty, Step by Step, 139.
185 Ibid.
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As Adams graphically depicts, “The Bible is called God’s law (torah). The word

torah comes from a figure that means ‘to thrust out the finger’ in order to point the way.

That says it all: Scripture is God’s way of guidance. There is no other.”186 The wisdom

one needs for guidance in everyday living is to be found in the Word of God alone.

There is no need to look anywhere else. As theologian J. I. Packer concludes, “God has

given us the resources to make decisions—Scripture, the Holy Spirit, prayer, Christian

community and the ability to reason. By using these resources to make decisions we grow

into the people he intends us to be.”187

186 Adams, The Christian’s Guide to Guidance, 97.
187 J. I. Packer, Finding God’s Will (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press,

1996), 11.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE INFLUENCE OF THE NEW HERMENEUTIC
ON THE ISSUE OF DECISION MAKING

The fact that there are two very different perspectives on God’s will is reflective

of a much wider phenomenon in the contemporary evangelical church. The advent of the

modern charismatic movement, as well as the trend toward a more experiential focus in

Christianity has impacted this issue. Perhaps a number of recent historical developments

could be pointed to as having made a difference in how people approach decision

making, yet perhaps none are more influential than the shift that has occurred in the field

of hermeneutics. The effect of what is called “the new hermeneutic” has made a greater

difference on this issue than most would imagine.

Hermeneutics Defined
To begin with, how should the term hermeneutics be defined? The way it is

defined greatly effects the methodology of its practice. Those who advocate the new

hermeneutic define it differently from the traditionalists. For example, two standard

evangelical textbooks on the subject of hermeneutics are Protestant Biblical

Interpretation: A Textbook of Hermeneutics by Bernard Ramm,188 and The

Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation by Grant

188 Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation: A Textbook of
Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1970).
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R. Osborne.189 Yet their definitions of hermeneutics do not match up. In fact, Robert L.

Thomas has written a book that highlights the differences and shows that Osborne tends

toward the new hermeneutic. He puts a great deal of emphasis on the difference in

definitions between Ramm and Osborne.190 He considers Ramm an advocate of

traditional hermeneutical methods,191 yet he considers Osborne as one who advocates the

adoption of “preunderstanding,” which is the basis of the new hermeneutic.192

In truth, clear definitions are essential to such an endeavor as biblical

interpretation. Lack of clarity and generally accepted ambiguity have led to numerous

misunderstandings and misapplications of scriptural passages in modern times. This has

become a serious problem in the evangelical church generally and has specific

application to the issue of decision making and God’s will. The way a person approaches

the text of Scripture makes a great difference in where he will come out. Take for

example the definition of hermeneutics itself. Ramm defines hermeneutics as “the

science of interpretation”193 and as “the science and art of Biblical interpretation.”194 He

later writes that “as a theological discipline hermeneutics is the science of the correct

interpretation of the Bible.”195 This seems to represent the way hermeneutics has been

understood for most of church history.

189 Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction
to Biblical Interpretation (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1991).

190 Robert L. Thomas, Evangelical Hermeneutics: The New Versus the Old
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Kregel, 2002).
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Osborne, however, shows signs of embracing the new hermeneutic, as Thomas

points out.196 For example, in his introduction, Osborne quickly makes it clear that he is

departing from the traditional understanding of hermeneutics. He writes, “Hermeneutics

is derived from the Greek word meaning ‘to interpret.’ Traditionally it has meant ‘that

science which delineates principles or methods for interpreting an individual author’s

meaning.’ However, this is being challenged, and the tendency in many circles today is

to restrict the term to an elucidation of a text’s present meaning rather than of its original

intent.”197 This is an obvious departure from the traditional view, as Thomas makes very

clear. Osborne states that he argues in his two appendices, “that original meaning is a

legitimate, even necessary, concern and that hermeneutics encompasses both what it

meant and what it means.”198 However, this demonstrates at least an inclusion of the new

focus.

This example of two well-known and often used textbooks on biblical

hermeneutics may serve to demonstrate the trends. The new hermeneutic is a shift from

the text to the interpreter, from the past to the present, and from revelation to relevance.

The historical-grammatical hermeneutic stresses the language of the Bible itself as its

primary focus, while the new hermeneutic stresses the situation of the reader and the

hearers as the primary focus. The focus is on relevance above revelation. The question

of "what the text meant" (originally) is being increasingly ignored. Today the question is,

"What does it mean to me?" Today there is greater interest in coming up with some deep

or creative understanding of a passage than there is about understanding it properly.

196 Thomas, Evangelical Hermeneutics, 21.
197 Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral, 5.
198 Ibid., 5.
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Hermeneutics have become overly-subjective, in essence changing theology into

anthropology, a pre-occupation with self-understanding and felt needs.

There is no doubt this trend in hermeneutics has influenced the new perspectives

on decision making and God’s will. For example, there seems to be little concern over

what the Bible originally meant when it was written. The only concern seems to be

application to today. Now, to clarify, modern-day application is very important. No

message from God's Word would be complete without bringing the truth of God into

today's setting and applying it to daily living. But what is happening today is that people

are trying to apply what they have not first understood the text to mean. That is not to

say that Henry Blackaby, Dallas Willard, and others cited in this dissertation as holding

the subjective view are intentionally misinterpreting Scripture. It is just that they do not

always seem to be concerned with the original meaning of the text of Scripture. The

emphasis appears to be an application of it (in a way that conforms to their view) without

diligent exegesis of the text by the use of historical-grammatical hermeneutics.

The New Hermeneutic Explained

Digging deeper into the understanding of emerging trends within the evangelical

church, Thomas’ volume is exceedingly helpful. Thomas writes:

Rather than exploring the history of grammatical-historical interpretation, this
volume will use two works that express a long-held consensus of what that
method entails: Milton S. Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics: A Treatise on the
Interpretation of the Old and New Testaments (1885; reprint, Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1947); and Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation: A
Textbook of Hermeneutics, 3d rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1970).199

199 Thomas, Evangelical Hermeneutics, 9.
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These older works can be viewed as the standard against which the new trends

may be evaluated. Thomas claims that:

Significant changes in evangelicalism during the decade of the 1970s and
thereabout made distinctives of the movement more difficult to recognize. During
that period, changes in evangelical hermeneutics accompanied changes in the
movement as a whole. A notable evidence of the change in hermeneutics came in
the new and conflicting definitions proposed for standard interpretive terms.
Hermeneutical authorities now define “hermeneutics,” “exegesis,” “meaning,”
and “interpretation” in ways that conflict with traditional definitions of the words.
Confusion created by the new definitions is enough to force one to resort to the
time-honored definitions, in which no such confusion exists. The new guidelines
for interpretation that now exist necessitate their comparison with traditional
guidelines for interpretation in two realms: how they have affected certain
principles of interpretation and how their tendency toward subjectivism has given
rise to new movements within evangelicalism. The root difference between the
two systems is that the new hermeneutics places the step of preunderstanding at
the head of the interpretive process.200

This “tendency toward subjectivism” has unquestionably affected the issue of

decision making, as it has many other aspects of Christian teaching and practice. And

although it is not within the scope of this dissertation to reiterate Thomas’ excellent

treatment of these developments, some examples are helpful to better understand what

has occurred and how it affects this issue.

One example is the impact of a book by Anthony Thiselton. Thomas points out:

One reason for the hermeneutical turbulence was publication of Anthony C.
Thiselton’s The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical
Description with Special Reference to Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer, and
Wittgenstein. This 1980 work radically changed the way many evangelicals
interpret the Bible.201

He adds:

Thiselton transformed the search for propositional truth into a search for
subjective human bias. From the 1960s, home Bible studies had pooled the
ignorance of untrained Christians as each participant shared “what the passage

200 Ibid., 13.
201 Ibid., 18.
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means to me.” This sort of basis was now to be the basis for discussions at
meetings of evangelical theologians.202

That is a significant statement and a significant development within the

evangelical church, which has direct ramifications to the topic of God’s will.

Hermeneutical subjectivism has drastically impacted the contemporary church in many

ways. Perhaps it has even led to many of the developments of the Emerging Church and

other modern trends. It has contributed to theological views, such as that of “open

theism” and certain ecclesiological developments, such as egalitarianism. It has

ultimately produced the “new homiletic” as well. For example, Graham Johnston, author

of Preaching to a Postmodern World, says that “Postmodernity and personal

interpretation are joined at the hip.”203 The post moderns of the Emerging Church are not

looking for the original meaning of the text of Scripture; they are looking for a personal

meaning. The focus has shifted from the original author to the modern reader. Johnston

explains that “the issue is no longer about what is in the text or what the original author

intended but about what is in the interpretation of the text as understood by the present-

day reader.”204

Some hail Fred Craddock’s book, As One Without Authority,205 to be the turning

point in preaching toward the “new homiletic” being espoused today. Whether this is

true or not, Craddock was sounding an alarm to the church that preaching (in his opinion)

needed to change or it would likely become a dinosaur. Apparently the alarm bell has

202 Ibid.
203 Graham Johnston, Preaching to a Postmodern World: A Guide to Reaching

Twenty-First Century Listeners (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Books, 2001), 33.
204 Ibid., 88.
205 Fred B. Craddock, As One Without Authority, Third Edition (Nashville,

Tennessee: Abingdon, 1979).
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been heeded by many, as preachers have turned to various forms of the “new homiletic,”

such as story sermons, monologues, and other “creative” approaches to pulpit ministry.

Craddock is credited by most as opening the door to this paradigm shift. The crisis in

preaching seems to have paralleled the shift in the loss of authority in the modern church.

Craddock writes, “No longer can the preacher presuppose the general recognition of his

authority as a clergyman, or the authority of his institution, or the authority of the

Scripture.”206 Craddock’s assumption is that contemporary preachers are going to have

to learn to preach as those who do not have inherent authority. If people no longer grant

that sense of authority to those who occupy the pulpits in America, then there is going to

have to be a change in approach.

Apparently, though, Craddock’s “new homiletic” comes from his “new

hermeneutic.” For example, he writes, “It is...pointless to speak of the Gospel as Truth in

and of itself; the Gospel is Truth for us.”207 In a review of Craddock’s book, Kenton C.

Anderson astutely observes that “following parallel movements in hermeneutics and

theology, Craddock has opened the door to a heightened involvement of the

reader/listener in interpretation.”208 Certainly this is the case. The “new homiletic” puts

much more emphasis on the listener than on the meaning intended by the original author

(of Scripture).

In a similar vein, Eugene Lowry adopts the same perspective in his book, The

Sermon: Dancing the Edge of Mystery. The tone of the book is set very quickly in the

introduction, where Lowry writes, “For at least twenty-five years now, the discipline of

206 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 14.
207 Ibid., p. 70.
208 http://homepage.mac.com/kentoncanderson/preaching.org/Craddock.html (12

May 2006).
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North American homiletics has been in the throes of an emerging new homiletical

paradigm.”209 He sites Craddock’s book as the beginning of this paradigm shift. He

says, “Craddock kicked in a door that cannot be closed.”210 He also points to an earlier

work by H. Grady Davis, who used the metaphor of a tree to describe the sermon. He

then explains that “the ‘New Homiletic’...has evoked new images and new definitions

about what preaching is all about—with such terms as inductive preaching,

phenomenological sermons, storytelling, eyewitness biblical accounts, and narrative

plots.”211

The New Hermeneutic Evaluated

Unfortunately, the new homiletic suffers from the same weaknesses as the new

hermeneutic. Walter Kaiser says, “Those sermons whose alleged strength is that they

speak to contemporary issues, needs, and aspirations often exhibit the weakness of a

subjective approach.”212 The re-orientation of the new hermeneutic which puts the

emphasis on the end user rather than the original author has led to a subjective approach

to interpretation and is therefore reflected in modern pulpits. Perhaps we need to

remember that “the Bible is God preaching.”213 The original author and his intended

meaning is critical because the original author is the Holy Spirit of God.

And in response to the constant cry for relevance, John Stott warns:

209 Eugene L. Lowry, The Sermon: Dancing the Edge of Mystery (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1997), p. 11.
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212 Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Toward An Exegetical Theology: Biblical Exegesis for

Preaching and Teaching (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 1981), 19.
213 John R. W. Stott, Between Two Worlds: The Art of Preaching in the Twentieth

Century (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmanns, 1982), 103. Stott is quoting Dr. James I.
Packer.
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If we become exclusively pre-occupied with answering the questions people are
asking, we may overlook the fact that they often ask the wrong questions and
need to be helped to ask the right ones. If we acquiesce uncritically in the world’s
own self-understanding, we may find ourselves the servants rather of fashion than
of God.214

Most preachers would not want to be guilty of that, yet it is clear that the

temptation comes with the pathway of the new homiletic which is the fruit of the new

hermeneutic. Richard Mayhue writes:

Biblical preaching’s authenticity is significantly tarnished by contemporary
communicators who are more concerned with personal relevance than with God’s
revelation. Scripture unmistakably requires a proclamation focused on God’s will
and mankind’s obligation to obey.215

According to Haddon Robinson, the problem is that “…when a preacher fails to

preach the Scriptures, he abandons his authority. He confronts his hearers no longer with

a word from God but only with another word from men.”216 So the weakness of the new

homiletic is the same as the weakness of the new hermeneutic. Its tendency toward

subjectivism and the quest for personal relevance leads to loss of authority apart from

traditional historical-grammatical exegesis of the text and recovery of the original intent

of the author.

As Brian Shealy explains, “Though hermeneutics studies the methodological

principles of interpretation, the new hermeneutic injects a dominating subjectivism into

the process.”217 The subjectivism is a result of the desire for relevance. So much

emphasis is placed on relevance today that advocates of the new hermeneutic have

214 Ibid., 139.
215 Richard Mayhue in John MacArthur Jr. and the Master’s Seminary Faculty,

Rediscovering Expository Preaching (Dallas, Texas: Word Publishing, 1992), 3.
216 Haddon W. Robinson, Biblical Preaching: The Development and Delivery of

Expository Messages (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Book House, 1980), 18.
217 Brian Shealy in Thomas, Evangelical Hermeneutics, 69.
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included application as part of the hermeneutical process. Traditional hermeneutics does

not do so. Shealy explains:

The benchmark to measure deviations in the relationship of application to
hermeneutics is the way they have related to one another traditionally. Ramm’s
discussion of hermeneutics itself in Protestant Biblical Interpretation clearly
distinguishes application, sometimes called “significance” or “relevance,” from
hermeneutics or interpretation. He writes, “Interpretation is one, application is
many.” He discusses application after (italics mine) completing his treatment of
hermeneutics and offers the following principle: “All practical lessons, all
applications of Scripture, all devotional material, must be governed by general
Protestant hermeneutics (italics in the original).”218

This highlights one of the great dangers of the new hermeneutic, that of

misapplication. Misapplication results from a failure to pursue the authorial intent and to

over-emphasize the need for contemporary relevance. Shealy states that “only after

implementing hermeneutical principles can an expositor or average Bible reader be sure

that an application conforms to proper ideas, doctrines, or moral principles.”219 Apart

from doing sound exegesis, utilizing proper hermeneutical principles to discover the

author’s original message, any application will likely be misapplication. The

fundamental concept of the new hermeneutic is fatally flawed. Shealy adds:

…the dangers of subjectivity in interpretation are far greater than the supposed
benefits. Zuck more correctly evaluates the new hermeneutic: “Like
neoorthodoxy, the new hermeneutic denies propositional truth….The biblical text
can mean whatever the reader wants it to mean.”220

Thus the new hermeneutic launches one out onto the sea of subjective relativism,

which likely pleases the post moderns quite well. But does it really aid the church? Does

it help to arrive at the accomplishment of the will of God? If God has a will for

believers’ lives, they need to know what He says, not what they think.

218 Ibid., 169-70.
219 Ibid., 170.
220 Ibid., 175.
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The Need for a Return to a Traditional Hermeneutic

The evangelical church is in desperate need for a return to traditional methods of

biblical interpretation. This argument can be made from at least four directions: the

biblical basis, the theological basis, the historical basis, and a practical basis.

The Biblical Basis: It is the
Method Called for in Scripture

First and foremost, one should seek to properly interpret the Scripture

because that is what the Bible itself calls for. For example, in 2 Timothy 2:15, Paul

writes, “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need

to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth.” This defines the first part of the

role of a good student of Scripture, that of exegeting the text. It is a heavy responsibility

to make certain that what is being proclaimed is what the Word of God actually says.

John MacArthur writes, “The person who is not a diligent student cannot be an accurate

interpreter of God’s Word. Scripture indicates that such a person is not approved by God

and should be ashamed of himself (2 Tim. 2:15).”221 He further explains:

Being diligent pictures a worker giving maximum effort in his or her work. It
describes someone driven by a commitment to excellence. “Be diligent to present
yourself approved to God.” The Greek phrase literally speaks of standing
alongside God as a co-laborer worthy of identifying with Him.222

Sakae Kubo defines spou,dason as “make every effort, take pains.”223 This

implies that proper interpretation of Scripture is hard work and requires much effort. A

221 John MacArthur, Reckless Faith: When the Church Loses Its Will to Discern
(Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway Books, 1994), 59.

222 Ibid., 88.
223 Sakae Kubo, A Reader’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (Grand

Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1975), 212.
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surface rendering will not do. There must be diligence applied to the study of God’s

Word. Otherwise there will be shame before God due to the carelessness of study. In

this regard, MacArthur warns:

Furthermore, Paul says this approved workman “does not need to be ashamed.”
The word “ashamed” is very important to Paul’s whole point. Any sloppy
workman should be ashamed of low-quality work. But a servant of the Lord,
handling the Word of Truth carelessly, has infinitely more to be ashamed of.224

The word translated in the NASB as “handling accurately” is

ovrqotomou/nta. Interestingly, Kubo has it, “guide the word along a straight

path.”225 It can mean “use or interpret correctly”226 or “literally, as cutting a straight road

through difficult terrain, mak(ing) a straight path, figuratively in the NT, with reference

to correctly following and teaching God's message, hold(ing) to a straight course,

teach(ing) accurately.”227 It is clear that this has in mind a strict, accurate interpretation,

utilizing diligent effort. But the whole point of this admonition is to properly interpret

what has been given by God rather than for the reader to make the determination as to

meaning. This does not reflect the new hermeneutical view of subjective focus on the

reader. It reflects the traditional view of determining the original author’s intent.

Going to the Old Testament, Nehemiah 8:8 states, “They read from the book,

from the law of God, translating to give the sense so that they understood the reading.”

This is related to Ezra and the rediscovery of the book of the Law. It tells us that the

scribes not only read the Scripture, but they also interpreted it and gave an explanation of

224 MacArthur, Reckless Faith, 89.
225 Kubo, A Reader’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, 212.
226 Barclay M. Newman, Jr., A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New

Testament (London, England: United Bible Societies, 1971), 127.
227 Timothy Friberg, Barbara Friberg, and Neva F. Miller, Analytical Lexicon of
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its meaning. This is similar to the work of the exegete and implies the traditional view of

hermeneutics. Gesenius points to Ezra 4:7 as similar usage.228 BDB has to “set forth

(the) understanding (i.e. the meaning).”229 But again, the idea is to aid in the

understanding of the original message by the original author; not the reader response

theory of the new hermeneutic.

Returning to the New Testament, another key passage is 2 Timothy 3:16-17, “All

Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for

training in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every

good work.” Dave Swavely writes, “This passage tells us why there was no need for

further revelation after the canon of Scripture was closed. God put his book together in

such a way that it would have everything we need for life and godliness (2 Pet. 1:3).”230

He adds that “‘adequate’ means ‘having everything we need,’ of course, and the Greek

word translated ‘equipped’ (exertismenos) also carries with it the idea of completeness—

it could be translated ‘fully or totally equipped,’”231

This may have more direct application to the specific issue of God’s will, but it

also has clear ramifications for hermeneutics in general. Swavely later writes, “In this

utterly unique book (the Bible) he has told us exactly what we need to know—not too

little, not too much—so that we can make any decision in a way that honors him and

228 Tregelles, Samuel Prideaux, Gesenius’ Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon to the
Old Testament Scripture (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1969), 873-74. The root

word is~GEr>Ti (to translate from one language to another, to interpret).
229 Francis Brown, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon

(Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 2003), 968.
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(Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing, 2003), 24.
231 Ibid., 24-25.
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benefits us.”232 The sufficiency of Scripture is here convincingly presented. And

because it is “inspired,” or literally “God-breathed” (NIV), it is the unique revelation of

God. That is why it is so critical for believers to understand its meaning. The Holy Spirit

of God is the original author and it is imperative to hear His message, not one’s own.

Garry Friesen’s reminder is an important one, “The Word of God is our final

authority on every issue. As a believer, I am encouraged to test everything I am taught by

that single standard—the Bible itself.”233 Or as he puts it later, “The moral will of God is

objective, complete, and adequate. If we needed more revelation, God would give us

more. But the Bible says that what God has told His children is sufficient for every area

of life.”234 Jay Adams writes, “Paul clearly says that the Scriptures are all that one needs

to become sanctified (they are adequate, they equip him fully, for every good task).”235

But what does all this have to do with hermeneutics? The answer is to be found

in the fact that what is called “Scripture” in verse 16 is called “the sacred writings” in

verse 15. John MacArthur makes the tie when he writes, “There is a point here that we

might miss. What is it that is inspired? The writers? No, the writings. Paul was not

inspired, but that which he wrote, the Book of Romans, was inspired.”236 Why is that

important to observe? Because it indicates that the original message given by the original

author, inspired by the Holy Spirit of God is what counts. What the reader today thinks is

irrelevant. It is the inspired message that one must understand and obey. MacArthur

232 Ibid., 122.
233 Garry Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God: A Biblical Alternative to
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states it about as clearly and forcefully as it can be stated. He says, “If a person ever

troubles you by saying you need this spiritual or mystical experience or that one, don’t

believe it. The Spirit of God acting through the Word of God is sufficient to make you

fully mature in Christ.”237

As this applies to the subject of decision making, Phillip Jensen writes:

How do I hear His voice? By reading the Scriptures. Do they show me the way I
should go? They most certainly do, for they teach me how God wants me to live.
They rebuke me when I depart from the way. They correct me to show the way
back. They train me in the right way to go. They guide me every step of the way
to the great Destination that God has for me—to be conformed to the image of
Jesus, and live in God’s glorious presence for ever.238

The Theological Basis: It Conforms to a Proper
Understanding of the Doctrine of Revelation

One major fault of the new hermeneutic is the fact that it violates the doctrine of

divine revelation. This doctrine states that God’s special revelation has ceased with the

completion of the canon. The doctrine holds that God has chosen to reveal His nature

and His ways through His Word. As Hebrews 1:1-2 makes clear, He revealed His will in

a number of different ways in the Old Testament era, but revealed Himself finally and

fully in His Son (and the record of His Son, the New Testament). Yes, there were some

instances of the Old Testament pattern carried over to the transition period of the Book of

Acts, but very soon these vehicles of revelation ceased as the New Testament canon was

closed.

As MacArthur delineates the doctrine of revelation, he begins by stating that

“God has revealed Himself to us in two ways: through natural revelation and through

237 Ibid., 36.
238 Phillip Jensen and Tony Payne, Guidance and the Voice of God (Kingsford,

Australia: Matthias Media, 1997), 91-92.
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special revelation.239 Natural revelation includes the witness of creation (Rom. 1:20) and

the witness of the conscience (Rom. 1:19). But “special revelation takes up where

creation and conscience leave off. Special revelation tells us all we need to know about

God—truth that was never before understood.”240 Special revelation consists today as the

canon of Scripture (Heb. 1:1-2).

Fowler White observes that “Evangelical Protestant faith has always affirmed, as

a central tenet of its understanding of divine revelation, that the Word of God must have

supreme authority in religion.”241 He says, “Certain evangelicals, however, have begun

to add an additional proposition…This new proposition states that God also speaks to His

people today apart from the Bible, though He never speaks in contradiction to it.”242

White goes on to explain that there is much confusion in regard to this, and that some

refer to God speaking in the sense of what most would classify as the illumination of the

Spirit, while others believe that the various ways God spoke in Old Testament times are

still being utilized by God today.

In a footnote, White quotes John Murray, and gives an excellent explanation of

how this relates to the subject of God’s will and decision making:

We must rely upon the Holy Spirit to direct and guide us in the understanding and
application of God’s will as revealed in Scripture, and we must be constantly
conscious of our need of the Holy Spirit to apply the Word effectively to us in
each situation. The function of the Holy Spirit in such matters is that of
illumination as to what the will of the Lord is, and of imparting to us the
willingness and strength to do that will….As we are the subjects of this
illumination and are responsive to it, and as the Holy Spirit is operative in us to

239 MacArthur, How to Get the Most from God’s Word, 15.
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the doing of God’s will, we shall have feelings, impressions, convictions, urges,
inhibitions, impulses, burdens, resolutions. Illumination and direction by the
Spirit through the Word of God will focus themselves in our consciousness in
these ways…It is here, however, that careful distinction is necessary. The moment
we desire or expect or think that a state of our consciousness is the effect of a
direct intimation and is therefore in the category of special direction from him,
then we have given way to the notion of special, direct, detached communication
from the Holy Spirit. And this, in respect of its nature, belongs to the same
category as belief in special revelation. The only way whereby we can avoid this
error is to maintain that the direction and guidance of the Holy Spirit is through
the means which he has provided, and that his work is to enable us rightly to
interpret and apply the Scripture in the various situations of life, and to enable us
to interpret all the factors which enter into each situation in the light of
Scripture.243

The issue is that the subjective approach, which is inherent in the new

hermeneutic, in essence claims that direct revelation continues rather than that it ceased

with the completion of the canon. The advocates of this view may call it merely

“application,”244 yet it is in essence the receiving of new, direct revelation. Swavely says

it well:

God does speak to us today, and he does so practically, personally, and always
quite eloquently. But he does so through the written Word of God, made

243 Ibid., 87-88.
244 Henry Blackaby and Richard Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice (Nashville,
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understandable in our hearts and minds by the Holy Spirit of God, and that is the
only way he speaks today.245

A person’s hermeneutic, and therefore his view of God’s will, is driven by his

understanding of the doctrine of revelation. As Charles Swindoll puts it, “Those who

have a high view of biblical revelation…have a very low view of any kind of extra-

biblical revelation.”246 Haddon Robinson says, “…it is close to blasphemy to raise inner

impressions to the level of God’s special revelation.”247 He adds this valuable insight:

Don’t misunderstand me here. Feelings are important. If we have a feeling, an
impression, or a hunch, we ought to take that into careful consideration. But we
ought not label such experiences the inerrant voice of the eternal God. Such
experiences are not, at least in the biblical sense, divine revelation.248

Returning to the issue of hermeneutics in general, perhaps there is no greater

theological principle than that of what one should consider from Scripture to be

normative to contemporary Christians. Just because something is recorded in Scripture

does not necessarily mean it is something that should be expected today.249

The Historical Basis: It Has a
Long-Standing Legacy in Church History

For most of church history, the grammatical-historical method of interpreting

Scripture has prevailed. The goal of hermeneutics was that of seeking to discover the

original author’s meaning and applying it to modern times. It was not until recent times

that this has changed. Thomas states that “since the 1970s, the delineation of what sets

245 Swavely, Decisions, Decisions, 18.
246 Charles Swindoll, The Mystery of God’s Will (Nashville, Tennessee: W
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apart an evangelical has become fuzzy…(and) changes in hermeneutics have coincided

with changes in evangelicalism.”250 He later writes:

The roots of the new subjectivism and relativism that have become a part of
evangelical hermeneutics go back to the philosopher Immanuel Kant and his
emphasis on a second realm of reality, the subjective realm. The result of his
influence was an insistence on beginning the exegetical process with a focus on
the interpreter’s preunderstanding.251

He explains that “the root difference between the new and old approaches to

hermeneutics is the placement of the interpreter’s preunderstanding at the head of the

exegetical process.”252 Traditional hermeneutics keeps it in abeyance until the end of the

process. Along with Kant, both Friedrich Schleiermacher and Rudolf Bultmann adopted

a similar approach. And, as Thomas so keenly observes, “It has taken evangelical

biblical exegetes awhile to match what nonevangelicals have been doing for some time,

but now they have begun to incorporate Kant’s dualism.”253 The bottom line of the new

hermeneutic is that “the special attention devoted to the interpreter is ultimately the result

of the Kantian emphasis on subjective reality as distinct from objective reality.”254

Ramm points to Bultmann as the greatest influence toward the new

hermeneutic.255 He writes, “From Bultmann there sprang a radical movement in which

Bultmann’s scepticism [sic] about the New Testament is carried even further, and a

positive movement which attempts to push further the break-through of

Bultmann…known as the New Hermeneutic.”256 He says that with this development,

250 Thomas, Evangelical Hermeneutics, 17.
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“…the entire role of hermeneutics…is now reversed.”257 He explains that “historically

hermeneutics meant the various rules given for interpreting ancient documents,”258 but

now that has all changed. He says that under the new approach,

…hermeneutics now means the existent…sees or understands his own world and
experience and sets this out in speech. This speech is then his hermeneutics of his
world and experience. Hermeneutics in the traditional sense is now a subdivision
of this newer concept of hermeneutics.259

In other words, this reflects a shift to the subjective preunderstanding of the

reader. The emphasis is no longer on the original meaning of the author, but on the

subjective, existential meaning brought to the text by the reader. This is completely

foreign to the historical method of biblical interpretation. Even at points in church

history where there have been distortions of good hermeneutics by those employing

allegory and extreme typology, they at least were seeking to discover original meaning.

It is only recently, with the advent of existential philosophy, that hermeneutics has

changed its basic orientation.

Osborne explains the reason behind this change:

Modern critics increasingly deny the very possibility of discovering the original,
or intended meaning of a text. The problem is that while the original authors had a
definite meaning in mind when they wrote, that is now lost to us because they are
no longer present to clarify and explain what they wrote. The modern reader
cannot study the text from the ancient perspective but constantly reads into that
passage modern perspectives. Therefore, critics argue, objective interpretation is
impossible and the author’s intended meaning is forever lost to us.260

In other words, modern interpreters are too biased by their own preunderstanding,

and don’t have the original authors here to ask them what they meant, so they shouldn’t

257 Ibid., 90.
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even make an attempt to discover the original meaning. Instead one should just read his

own meaning into the text. This is absolutely foreign to the historic understanding of the

hermeneutical process. Traditional hermeneutics has always held that the interpreter

should seek to keep his own pre-suppositions at bay and attempt to understand the

original author’s intended meaning. Even Osborne confesses that “…the original

meaning of Scripture provides the necessary foundation upon which we build the

significance first for ourselves and then for those to whom we minister.”261 He adds that

“…preachers and teachers must proclaim the Word of God rather than their own

subjective religious opinions.”262 Then he makes this vitally important statement:

Only a carefully defined hermeneutic can keep one wedded to the text. The basic
evangelical fallacy of our generation is “proof-texting,” that process whereby a
person “proves” a doctrine or practice merely by alluding to a text without
considering its original inspired meaning.263

Perhaps our modern (and especially postmodern) thirst for relevance has brought

about this paradigm shift in hermeneutics. Application reigns supreme, even to the extent

of ignoring original meaning. Yet there has always been this tension between original

meaning and contemporary application of biblical truth. A case in point is the rise of

allegorism. Richard Wells writes, “from the time of Origen (A.D. 185-254)…the

allegorical interpretation of the Old Testament gained a supremacy in the church it

retained until the Reformation.”264 Then he makes this observation that ties in with the

current debate: “Allegorical and rabbinical hermeneutics succeeded because they

261 Ibid., 6.
262 Ibid.
263 Ibid., 6-7.
264 C. Richard Wells, “Changing the Church with Words From God: Applying the

Old Testament,” in Reclaiming the Prophetic Mantle: Preaching the Old Testament
Faithfully, ed. George Klein (Nashville, Tennessee: Broadman Press, 1992, Reprint,
Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1998), 245.
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managed to apply the Old Testament to the life of the church. In the process, however,

they sacrificed the grammatical-historical sense of the text.”265

The same thing could be said of the use of typology. David Dockery defines

typology as “an approach to biblical interpretation in which persons, events or things of

the Old Testament are interpreted as being foreshadowings or prototypes of persons,

events or things in the New Testament.”266 He adds that

Typological interpretation differs from allegorical in that the latter sees the
hidden, spiritual meaning of a text whereas the former understands a revelatory
connection between two historically distinct but religiously significant persons or
events.267

He then states:

Because typological approaches have been abused by post-Reformation exegetes,
many people tend to ignore the typological method. When it is carefully defined
and distinguished from allegorical exegesis, however, it can be and should be
considered a separate exegetical category for both Jewish and Christian
interpreters of the first century.268

Both allegory and typology appear to have emerged fairly early in church history

as a way to make the Old Testament Scriptures relevant to new covenant believers.

Ramm devotes an entire chapter to the history of biblical interpretation, noting the

influence of various schools of thought that have made an impact on the way Christians

throughout church history have approached the interpretation of Scripture. He begins

with a discussion of the allegorical schools and contrasts them with the more literal

traditions. In this chapter, he deals with Greek, Jewish, Patristic, and Catholic allegory.

The literal schools cited are the Jewish, Syrian, Victorine, Reformation, and Post-

265 Ibid.
266 David S. Dockery, “Typological Exegesis: Moving Beyond Abuse and

Neglect,” in Reclaiming the Prophetic Mantle, 176.
267 Ibid.
268 Ibid.
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Reformation. He also brings in a treatment of other schools of thought, such as pietism,

liberalism, neo-orthodoxy, and the new hermeneutic.269

But it is this latest development in hermeneutics that causes the most concern. It

is the rise of neo-orthodoxy in the early 1900s that has had the greatest impact on the new

hermeneutic and the current subjective approach to interpreting the Scripture. This

movement is attributable to a German theologian named Karl Barth. As Gil Rugh

explains:

Neo-orthodoxy does not hold that all parts of Scripture are the Word of God.
Instead, it holds that certain parts of Scripture may become the Word of God if the
reader has an experience with a passage. If a certain Bible passage really grips the
reader, then, in that sense, that part becomes a word from God. Evangelical
Christianity has traditionally rejected this neo-orthodox approach to Scripture for
the reason that all of Scripture is God’s Word at all times (see 2 Timothy 3:16). It
does not become a Word of God because of an experience—it is already the Word
of God.270

This understanding of the influence of neo-orthodoxy is germane to the issue of

decision making. Proponents of the continuing revelation view often approach Scripture

in this manner. For example, as cited by Rugh, Blackaby writes, “Have you ever been

reading the Bible when suddenly you are gripped by a fresh new understanding of the

passage? That was God speaking!”271 Rugh then responds with,

What is wrong with this statement? This statement is wrong because it makes an
implication that is unbiblical. The Bible does not become the Word of God
because of some “fresh new understanding.” God speaks in all the words of the
biblical text, not just those that make an impression on the reader.272

269 Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, 60-91.
270 Gil Rugh, A Critique of “Experiencing God”: A Biblical Analysis of the

Popular Book by Henry T. Blackaby and Claude V. King (Lincoln, Nebraska: Indian
Hills Community Church, 1999), 15.

271 Ibid.
272 Ibid.
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This is the legacy of neo-orthodoxy and it is obvious how it has impacted the

entire field of hermeneutics, and how it has influenced the modern approaches to decision

making and God’s will. As Jim Elliff testifies, this was the same basic approach he had

adopted for many years. He writes:

I would read with eyes glazed over, convinced that through the pages of the Bible
I could have a mystical encounter with God. I was not overly concerned with
what I was reading, for my purpose was not to know the Bible’s words but to be
directed by hearing God speak through them.273

That is neo-orthodoxy at its finest, and it is a good representation of the mystical,

subjective approach to the text held by those who are still looking for God to speak to

them something new and fresh over and above the clear teaching of Scripture. A return

to a traditional understanding of hermeneutics is greatly needed in the church today.

The Practical Basis: It
Precludes a Number of Dangers

The way a person approaches the interpretation of Scripture can make an

enormous difference. On a practical basis, a proper hermeneutic precludes a number of

problems, not the least of which is missing the intended meaning of God’s revelation to

man. Another is to become guilty of adding to or taking away from the divine revelation

(Rev. 22:18-19). If God has delivered His truth once and for all (Jude 3), then one had

better be careful to understand His message as He has delivered it. As Stephen Olford

put it:

If a man is truly called of God to be a preacher, then he is committed to declare
“the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27). He must believe that the Bible, as
sovereignly preserved by God throughout the centuries, is inerrant and “(1)
infallibly achieves its [intended purpose], (2) gives us reliable testimony to the

273 Jim Elliff, Led by the Spirit: How the Holy Spirit Guides the Believer
(Dundas, Ontario: Joshua Press, 1999), 4.
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saving revelation and redemption of God in Christ, (3) provides us with [the]
authoritative norm of faith and conduct, and (4) speaks [today] through the
infallible Spirit of God by whom it [was inspired].”274

If the Bible is the divinely-inspired, infallible Word of God, then interpreters have

an obligation to “rightly divide it” (2 Tim. 2:15). And those who are preachers, must

proclaim it just as God has given it. As Jerry Vines has it, “Preaching has a specific

content—the Word of God as revealed in the Bible.”275 To preach anything other than

that is to fail in accomplishing what God has called His heralds to do (see 2 Timothy 4:1-

5). As those who will give an account to God for the message they proclaim (Heb. 13:17;

James 3:1), teachers of God’s Word have a high responsibility to proclaim the original

message God delivered, and not to alter it in any way.

Another inherent danger in a faulty approach to interpreting Scripture is that of

leading others astray. Not only is there the danger of missing God’s true revelation for

oneself, but there is also the risk of becoming a false prophet leading others away from

God’s truth. Scripture is replete with warnings about and to false prophets (Matt. 7:15;

Acts 20:28-31; Gal. 2:4-5; 1 Tim. 4:1-3; 2 Peter 2; Jude 4). The apostle Peter writes,

“But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be false teachers

among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master

who bought them, bringing swift destruction upon themselves” (2 Peter 2:1) The next

verse says that “many will follow their sensuality, and because of them the way of the

truth will be maligned.” The warnings about and to false prophets should not be taken

lightly. As Proverbs 14:12 declares, “There is a way which seems right to a man, but its

274 Stephen F. Olford, Anointed Expository Preaching (Nashville, Tennessee:
Broadman and Holman, 1998), 19-20.

275 Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix, Power In the Pulpit (Chicago, Illinois: Moody
Press, 1999), 24.
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end is the way of death.” The responsibility of the one who would declare the Word of

God is great. The penalty for failing to get the message right is also great.

There are also inherent dangers in the realm of the specific issue of decision

making. If a subjective approach is adopted, decisions may be made on the basis of

impressions or feelings that may not be correct. MacArthur observes, “Those willing to

heed inner voices and mental impressions may be listening to the lies of a deceitful heart,

the fantasies of an overactive imagination, or even the voice of a demon.”276 Many have

been the errors of those who claimed some word of direct revelation from God. Adams

points out that “almost every cult or heresy has asserted that it had revelation in addition

to that which God clearly gave in the Bible.”277 Robinson chimes in, “Most cults…quote

the Bible. We can go to hell with a Bible in our hand. We can be destroyed with a Bible

verse on our lips.”278 Bruce Waltke adds that “nearly all of the New Age movement is

focused on trying to attain some hidden knowledge of God, with the hope that this

knowledge will change both the individual and the world.”279

There is a tendency among those who embrace a mystical approach to ultimately

place priority on the so-called “new revelation” and begin to minimize the written Word.

And, as MacArthur points out, “Once objective criteria are cast aside, there is no way to

know the difference between truth and falsehood.”280 Robinson says, “…we wouldn’t

even consider examining a liver to determine God’s will. But unfortunately, many

276 MacArthur, Reckless Faith, 193.
277 Adams, The Christian’s Guide to Guidance, 62.
278 Robinson, Decision Making by the Book, 67.
279 Bruce Waltke, Finding the Will of God (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans,

1995), 37.
280 MacArthur, Reckless Faith, 193.
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modern followers of Christ do seek guidance in ways dangerously close to divination.”281

He says, “…when we lift our inner impressions to the level of divine revelation, we are

flirting with divination.”282 These are serious dangers. They should not be taken lightly.

James Petty says that “Jonathan Edwards, the father of the Great Awakening, called the

possibility of new revelations ‘the error that will support all errors’ (Winship 1996,

150).”283 Once the door is open to the possibility that God is still giving new revelation

today, and subjective methodology is embraced as equal in authority (or even greater in

authority) to Scripture, then the door is open to just about anything. Who is to say that

one supposed “word from God” is valid while another is not? Who is to say that what a

cult leader claims he received directly from God is as valid as that received from an

evangelical pastor? As Friesen asks, “How can the traditional view (the subjective view)

obtain certain knowledge of God’s individual will without an objective source of

knowledge?”284 He says, “…if the source of one’s knowledge is subjective, then the

knowledge will also be subjective—and hence, uncertain.”285

And, as Gary Meadors writes, “You can find a book about God’s will that says

exactly what you want to hear if you look long enough.”286 Just because someone puts

his perspective in a book does not mean that it is necessarily biblical. And even those

who have written books advocating the subjective view, have also acknowledged the

281 Robinson, Decision Making by the Book, 17.
282 Ibid., 18.
283 James C. Petty, Step by Step: Divine Guidance for Ordinary Christians

(Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing, 1999), 89.
284 Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God, 130.
285 Ibid.
286 Gary T. Meadors, Decision Making God’s Way: A New Model for Knowing

God’s Will (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 2003), 133.
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inherent dangers of such an approach.287 Charles Stanley admits, “The best way in the

world to deceive believers is to cloak a message in religious language and declare that it

conveys some new insight from God.”288 And, as Elliff points out, “…the danger of

declaring what God has not said…is strictly forbidden in Deuteronomy 18:20.”289

It is obvious that a return to sound hermeneutics and exegesis is needed in the

church today. Not only does the new hermeneutic drastically affect one’s views on such

things as decision making and the will of God, but it influences his entire world view as

well. We have a “more sure word of prophecy” (1 Peter 1:19, KJV). Believers today

would “do well” to “take heed” of it (v. 20). It is a lamp shining in a dark place to give

the light of His will.

287 Blackaby, Hearing God’s Voice, 6-10, 160, 174, 191-92, 196, 208; Willard,
Hearing God, 39, 57, 80, 166.

288 Charles Stanley, How to Listen to God (Nashville, Tennessee: Thomas Nelson,
1985), 56.

289 Elliff, Led by the Spirit, 36.
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CHAPTER FOUR

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE MINISTRY PROJECT

The primary goal of this ministry project was to lead the people in the

congregation of Parker Bible Church, Parker, Colorado, to a cognitive change in regard to

the teaching of Scripture on the subject of guidance and the will of God, which will result

in a change in the way they make life decisions. More specifically, the aim was to

change the thinking of the congregation in regard to this issue through the use of a series

of expository sermons. A further hope is that this change in thinking would produce a

change in the way they approach decision making. Chapters two and three provide the

theological foundation and the general approach to the project. This chapter outlines the

details of how the project was implemented.

The sermon series consisted of fifteen messages delivered to the congregation.

The uniqueness of it was evident in that many indicated that they had never heard

preaching on this topic, even though it is something that many Christians struggle with.

Part of the series was given during the summer months when many are on vacation, so

the sermons were made available on cassette or CD, and many chose to purchase the

entire set. Those who missed messages were strongly encouraged to get the tape and

listen to what they had missed. The following is a detailed history of the project’s

implementation.
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Sermon Scheduling

Previous to this sermon series I had been going systematically through the Gospel

of Luke on Sunday mornings. The decision was made that a good time to make a break

in the Luke series was when I got to Luke 9:50, which is a natural break in this particular

Gospel. That meant the series would begin on July 2, and although that was a holiday

weekend, we decided to go ahead and begin the series that day. Although the series was

originally intended to consist of ten sermons, it became obvious that the issues could not

be adequately covered in that amount of time, so five additional sermons were added.

These sermons were delivered each week, without any breaks, ending on October 8.

Since the entire congregation was asked to participate in the surveys, the tapes were

important for those who had to miss part of the series.

Pre-Project Testing

Pre-Test Questionnaire
The research instrument utilized for the project was a questionnaire consisting of

35 questions. A sample copy of the survey is included as an appendix to this project.

The first half of the questionnaire was based on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from

“always applicable” to “never applicable.” The questions began with those that relate to

the general Christian life and moved to the more specific issues of decision making.

Many of the questions were designed to indicate how many people were utilizing

subjective methods for determining God’s will. The questions dealt with both belief and

practice. The last half consisted of responses ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly

disagree.” These questions were more belief oriented.
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The questionnaires were sent to every member of the congregation by mail. For

several weeks leading up to the beginning of the sermon series people were encouraged

to return the surveys. Once the sermon series began, no additional surveys were

accepted, in order to prevent any bias in the way the questions were answered. The

surveys were tabulated and placed on a spread sheet indicating the percentages of

responses for each question. This was to later be compared with the post-test results.

Project Sermon Series Delivered

Beginning on Sunday, July 2, the project sermon series was begun. The primary

topics covered were the different views on God’s will, the various uses of the term in

Scripture, the faulty methods that are often employed today, and the proper perspective of

applying godly wisdom. Although this series was more topical than I normally preach, it

was based on a number of key texts.

Sermon One
This sermon was entitled, “God’s Will: An Introduction.” This message was

designed to explain the issues, to emphasize the significance, and to highlight the reasons

for preaching the series. The key texts were Colossians 1:9-12 and Ephesians 5:15-17.

Examples and illustrations were given to show why this is such an important issue to

understand.

Sermon Two
The second sermon was entitled, “God’s Will: Different Views.” It was intended

to explain the various positions on the subject and how the perspectives differ. The views

mentioned were the “traditional view,” “the traditional charismatic view,” and “the

wisdom view.” Some of the advocates for these views were given as examples. Little
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was said about the second view, but the main emphasis was on the difference between the

first and third. This sermon was essentially laying the foundation of understanding of the

two perspectives. Additional texts that were brought into this sermon were John 16:8 and

Hebrews 1:1-2.

Sermons Three – Seven
The next five sermons were entitled, “God’s Will: Different Uses.” The focus of

these messages was on explaining the different ways in which the phrase “will of God” or

the concept of God’s will is used in Scripture. The first message under this title dealt

with the sovereign will of God. Primary passages touched on were Isaiah 14:24-26; 46:9-

11; Ephesians 1:5, 11; Psalm 115:3; Daniel 4:34-35; James 4:13-15; Proverbs 16:9, 33;

19:21; 21:1; 27:1; Job 42:2; Deuteronomy 29:29; Romans 8:28; 1 Peter 3:17; and Acts

2:22-24.

The second message on this topic dealt with the moral will of God. This sermon

included aspects of God’s will that we can know for certain because they are clearly

given in Scripture. Passages included in this sermon (in addition to some already cited)

were Psalm 40:8; 1 Thessalonians 4:3-7; 5:18; 1 Peter 2:13-15; 3:17; 4:10, 19; 2 Peter

3:9; 1 Timothy 2:3-4; Colossians 3:16; Mark 16:15; Matthew 5:13; 28:18-20; 1

Corinthians 4:1-2; and 2 Corinthians 5: 18-20.

The third sermon on this aspect of the issue had to do with what some have called

“God’s will of disposition.” Although this is more controversial, and many would place

this as a sub-category under one of the other headings, I wanted to explain that there are

some things that don’t neatly fit into the other categories. Some of the passages dealt

with in this section were 2 Peter 3:9; 1 Timothy 2:4; and Acts 2:22. This third sermon
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went on, then, to address what some claim to be “the individual will of God.” The

primary text in this section was Joshua 1:7-8.

The next two sermons were designed to refute the pitfalls of this understanding of

an individual will of God that is given in subjective ways to individual believers. Some

of the passages explained in this part were John 5: 17-20, 30; Colossians 1:9-10; 1

Thessalonians 2:12; 4:1-3; Amos 3:7; Proverbs 3:5-6; 11:5; Psalm 32:8; Isaiah 30:20-21;

Romans 12:1-2; 2 Corinthians 3:14-18; James 1:25; and Ephesians 2:10.

Sermons Eight – Twelve
The next five sermons were entitled, “God’s Will: Faulty Methods.” These

sermons dealt with thirteen subjective methods for attempting to know God’s will which

are common in the church today. The thirteen “faulty methods” are signs or fleeces;

dreams or visions; pragmatism or expediency; devices such as rolling dice, flipping a

coin, or casting lots; circumstances or open and closed doors; Bible roulette or misuse of

the Bible; depending on your conscience; impressions, feelings, or promptings; a sense of

inner peace; personal desires; confirmation of others; mere reason; and the misuse of

prayer.

Not everything connected with these common methods was rejected, but warnings

were given in regard to depending too heavily upon them. The alternative view of

turning to the wisdom of God as revealed in Scripture was held up as the biblical model.

A number of texts were referred to, including Judges 6:14-17, 36, 39; Matthew 6:10;

12:21-23, 39; 18:19; Ezekiel 13:1-9; Deuteronomy 13:1-4; Hebrews 1:1-2; 9:14; 10:22;

Exodus 7:8-12; 28:30; Proverbs 11:14; 12:15; 13:10; 15:22; 16:33; 18:18; 24:6; 28:26;

Acts 1:23-26; 18:9-11; Genesis 12:7; Jonah 1:1-3; 1 Corinthians 16:8-9; 2 Corinthians
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2:12-13; 2 Peter 3:16; 2 Timothy 2:15; Romans 2:14-15; 8:14-16; 12:18; Titus 1:15; 1

Timothy 1:19; 4:2; Jeremiah 17:9; Colossians 3:15; Psalm 37:4; James 1:5; and 1 John

1:14.

Sermons Thirteen – Fifteen
The last three sermons were entitled, “God’s Will: The Way of Wisdom.” The

focus of these messages was upon the attainment of godly wisdom as the biblical means

for knowing and doing God’s will. The source for wisdom is the Scripture. These

sermons explained the importance of godly wisdom and how it is applied to decision

making. The messages pointed to the importance of applying biblical precepts,

principles, and indirect implications to life. The need for having a biblical value system

was also emphasized. Key passages of Scripture utilized were Psalm 119:105; 2 Timothy

3:16-17; 2 Peter 1:3; Revelation 4:11; John 12:27-28; 14:13; Ephesians 1:6, 12-14; 1

Corinthians 6: 1-6; 7:36-39; 10:31, 33; 16: 3-4; James 1:5-8; 2:14, 17; 2 Peter 3:18; 1

Timothy 3:1; 4:7; Hebrews 10:24-25; Mark 10:45; Romans 1:8-15; 12:18; 14:5, 20-23;

15:20-29; Proverbs 2:1-4; 3:13-15; 4:4-7; 12:15; 15:16-17; 16:8, 19, 32; 18:13; 19:22;

22:1; 1 Thessalonians 3:1-2; Philippians 2:25-26; Acts 6:2-4; 15:28-29; Colossians 4:5;

and 2 Corinthians 6:14-15; 9:7.
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Post-project Testing

After the sermon series was complete, the post-test survey was conducted,

utilizing the identical questionnaire that was used for the pre-project test. Again surveys

were mailed to each member of the congregation and encouraged to return them. While

42 filled out the pre-test survey, only 19 returned the post-test survey. These were the

ones analyzed to determine the effectiveness of the series. Various factors may have

contributed to the difference in participation. Some may have missed part of the series

and felt that they would not be able to present accurate data. Others may have simply

failed to return the post-test survey due to lack of time to complete it. Since the surveys

were mailed, the participation was dependent upon the efforts of people to respond.

Data Collection and Evaluation

After all the surveys were returned, the data was entered into Microsoft Excel

spreadsheets for evaluation. This was done by my secretary, Kris Pinnegar. The format

was very helpful in analyzing the responses. The spreadsheets allowed a visual

observation of the data. The pre-test responses were given percentages for each answer.

That could then be compared to the post-test responses.

The questions were divided into groups according to the desired responses for

each. Questions 1-13, 17, 21, and 24-25 were categorized as desiring a 1-3 response,

with 4-5 being neutral and 6-7 not being desired. Questions 13-16, 18-20, and 22-23

were grouped as desiring an answer of 5-7, with 3-4 being neutral and 1-2 not being

desired. On the last half of the survey, it was determined that questions 26-33 indicated a
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desirable response of “strongly disagree” or “disagree,” while “neutral” was exactly that

and the undesirable responses were “agree” or “strongly agree.” The last two questions

were the reverse of that.

All the responses for the nineteen people who completed both surveys were then

rated according to the desired answers. Changes in responses were noted and a plus or

minus number was assigned according to whether they moved in the direction of the

desired response or away from it. An “aggregate score” was then computed to see if the

sermon series was successful in changing the thinking of those who responded.
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CHAPTER FIVE

EVALUATION OF THE MINISTRY PROJECT

Analysis of Project Data

Analysis of the ministry project was accomplished by the use of a pre/post-test

method. As explained in chapter four, the research instrument utilized for the ministry

project consisted of a survey sent to the entire congregation before and after the sermon

series on decision making and God’s will. The survey was comprised of 35 questions. A

copy of the survey is included as an appendix to this project.

The first 25 questions were based on a 7-point Likert scale. The responses ranged

from “always” to “never.” The first twelve questions had to do with general spiritual

assessment, while the rest had to do with the specific topic of decision making. For

evaluation purposes, the questions were grouped into those responses which were

“desired” and those which were not. As detailed in the previous chapter, certain

questions indicated a desired answer of 1-3, while others were looking for a desired

answer of 5-7. This was intentionally mixed, so as not to present a predictable pattern.

I considered eliminating question seventeen, since it could be argued either way.

In the sermon series the warning was given not to depend too heavily upon human

counsel, and yet at the same time the biblical pattern is to seek godly, biblical counsel. I

decided to leave the question in and mark it as desiring a positive response. Although
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other questions could have been confusing as well, most of them were dealt with directly

in the sermons, therefore I consider them all legitimate.

The two surveys were identical so that the differences in responses could be

noted. The goal was to change the thinking of the people in our congregation in regard to

the issue of God’s will. By comparing the responses to the pre-test with those of the

post-test, it could be determined if that goal had been accomplished. Each response was

assigned a numerical equivalent and then compared to the previous response to see if it

moved toward the desired response or away from it (and to what degree). Movement

toward the desired response was given a positive number and those away from the

desired response a negative number.

By doing this I was pleased to discover that the aggregate gain was 227.5. In light

of the fact that there were only nineteen people who participated in both surveys, this

seems to be a fairly significant change in the thinking of those who responded. Of those

nineteen people, only two of them showed an aggregate response away from the desired

answers (-7 and –3). The vast majority indicated an aggregate score toward the desired

responses, with the highest being plus 27 and the lowest being plus 2. A large number of

the respondents showed major changes in their thinking on this issue.

Since the first twelve questions had to do with general spiritual disciplines, I

evaluated them separately. I was somewhat disappointed that the aggregate score for this

section was only plus 16, yet it should be noted that a high percentage of the responses to

these questions in both the pre-test and the post-test were within the range of desirability.

For example, the pre-test responses revealed a full 100% were within the range of desired

answers on question #2, “having a biblical perspective is important to me.” The
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following graphs demonstrate the responses for both the pre and post-test surveys. The

most desired responses are to the left, while the least desired are to the right.
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Assessment of Ministry Project Goals
This ministry project was proposed on the basis of six goals. Pre-test and

post-test instruments were designed to measure changes in thinking and behavior related

to the vital topic of decision making and God’s will. Since the goals were primarily

cognitive and polemic in nature, the surveys were effective in showing the changes in

thinking, which hopefully will result in changes in behavior.

Goal One

The first goal was to make the people of our congregation aware of the ways in

which mysticism has crept into the church’s approach to decision making. This trend

was referred to throughout the sermon series, but especially in the introductory message.

Attention was given to the reasons why this issue is important and what the common

practices are in the contemporary church related to this issue. In particular, certain
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individuals in the Southern Baptist Convention were cited as proponents of the mystical

view and members of the congregation urged to use discernment in evaluating their

perspectives.

Although the research instruments did not specifically assess this goal, the overall

positive responses indicate that the warning was largely heeded. Verbal feedback during

the sermon series also indicated that people were more aware of the issues and seeking to

utilize more discernment, especially when it came to these particular individuals and their

teaching.

Goal Two

The second goal was to show the dangers of a mystical approach to decision

making and the importance of embracing a more biblical view. This was done in the

sermon series primarily through messages on faulty methods for determining God’s will.

By pointing to examples of abuse, the dangers of employing various faulty methods was

exposed. I began with extreme examples and then moved toward more subtle

applications which are common in the church today. The feedback during this part of the

sermon series indicated that this appeared to be effective.

Particular questions on the survey identified the specific abuses. Questions 14-20,

and 22-23 aided in assessing this, as well as questions 28-33. Apparently this goal was

accomplished, as the aggregate score for these questions was plus 135.5. This aspect of

the series was the most important and seemed to demonstrate the greatest change in

thinking on the part of the congregation.
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Goal Three

The third goal was to convince the congregation that divine revelation ceased with

the completion of the NT canon, and that there is no need for us to seek new revelation

from God. Although this was highlighted throughout the series, one or two sermons

specifically focused on this aspect of the topic. It was also pointed out that those who

embrace the mystical view usually do not see this as additional revelation. Yet it

amounts to the same, and therefore the warnings were given in light of what Scripture

teaches in regard to the dangers of pursuing additional revelation beyond the Bible.

Again, particular questions in the survey helped to assess whether this specific

goal was accomplished. Questions 34 and 35 were aimed at this aspect of the issue. The

aggregate score for those particular questions was not as positive as the others. It only

showed a change of plus 8. Therefore one could conclude that this goal should have been

given more attention.

Goal Four

A fourth goal was to explain the difference between the biblical doctrine of divine

providence and the common understanding of divine guidance in the church today. This

was emphasized in the sermon series with messages on the various views. After

thoroughly explaining the difference between the sovereign will of God and the moral

will of God, the doctrine of providence was shown to be an aspect of the sovereign will.

Care was taken to make the distinction between trusting in the providence of God and the

attempts by some to look for signs. It was made clear that God’s providence cannot be

known in advance. This aspect was also highlighted in the sermons regarding the

employment of the wisdom method in decision making.
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The research instruments did not specifically evaluate this goal, although question

30 indicated the common notion today, espoused particularly by Henry Blackaby, that we

can “read” the providence of God in advance and know what He is doing. The aggregate

score on this one question, indicating a change in thinking, was plus 9. At least there was

some improvement indicated by this score, although more would have been desired.

Goal Five

A fifth goal was to demonstrate how decisions should be made by Christians

today based on the wisdom of God as revealed in His Word. This moved the sermon

series from the negative (what not to do) to the positive (how to employ biblical wisdom

in decision making). The final three messages in the series were devoted to achieving

this goal. The attempt was made to be as practical as possible, with clear examples of

how a person might go about making decisions in a biblical manner, by applying godly

wisdom to key decisions. Some of the more common decisions, such as the choosing of a

mate, decisions related to careers, and the issue of the call to the ministry were included

at this point.

Two specific questions on the survey apply directly to this goal. Question 17 has

to do with the aspect of seeking godly counsel as part of this process, and question 21

relates to the procedure of carefully weighing out all the options before making a

decision. Both of these issues were given careful attention in the sermons. The

aggregate score on these two questions was plus 16. This indicates that there was

progress made in this regard, at least among those who responded to the surveys.
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Goal Six

The final goal was to convince the people of our congregation to embrace biblical

wisdom as their exclusive approach to decision making. Perhaps this is a combination of

all the other goals. It reflects the ultimate change of heart and mind in this whole aspect

of decision making and God’s will. If all the other goals are accomplished, then it should

lead a person to embrace the wisdom view. People should want to avoid the dangers of

the faulty methods and begin to employ the biblical method. They should have a desire

to rely upon the revelation God has given us in Scripture and to trust fully in His divine

providence.

Since this is a behavioral goal, the research instruments were not capable of fully

assessing whether this goal was achieved. In fact, only time will tell which approach to

decision making will actually be followed in the lives of the individuals who were part of

this sermon series. Although there is evidence that the series made a positive impact on

the thinking of the ones who completed the surveys, it does not mean that the actual

behavior will change.

Evaluation of Process

My primary intention for this ministry project was to impact the lives of those in

my congregation, and to measure the difference this particular sermon series made in

their thinking. It is my contention that a warning is needed on this issue, and that

Christians in general need to return to a more biblical approach to decision making. Both

the general surveys and the verbal feedback indicated to me that the project was a

success.
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Although there were indications that not everyone was positively impacted,

generally the conclusion would have to be that the majority of the people at Parker Bible

Church received the instruction well, and heeded the biblically-based messages. Since

life change was the ultimate goal of this project, the passing of time will tell if it has

made a lasting impact.

If I were to do this project over, I would probably include the use of a “focus

group” to give more detailed feedback rather than depending on general feedback from

the congregation. Some of the questions in the survey could be clarified and re-worded

to make them less confusing. In addition, a better method for getting surveys filled out

and returned would have given a fuller sampling of responses. These changes aside, I

believe the project was very insightful and rewarding to my personal ministry.

Theological Reflections

Completing this ministry project has left me with a number of deepening

convictions. First of all, there is the renewed awareness of the power of biblical

preaching. The Word of God has the power to change lives, and the importance of its

careful proclamation is re-iterated in the change in thinking reflected in the pre/post test

responses. It was inspiring to me to realize anew that my preaching can and does make a

difference in people’s lives.

Secondly, the reading that was needed for the completion of this project was

vitally enriching to me personally. Many good books have been written on this subject,

on both sides of the fence, and it was rewarding to me to work though those books. In

addition to the study of the Scripture and the reading of the books in the bibliography,

there was the added perspective gained in regard to how the discipline of hermeneutics
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plays into the overall picture. The emphasis on the importance of utilizing a good

hermeneutic, which was focused on heavily in this program, applied directly to this

important issue of decision making and God’s will.

Finally, the completion of this project had an impact on my own life in the way I

approach decision making. It was a rich reminder to me personally of the awesome

providence of God and the rich treasure we have in God’s moral will, the completed

canon of His Word. This project re-enforced my commitment to the sufficiency of

Scripture and the proper application of biblical faith.

Conclusion

Although this project has been a real stretching experience for me, it has also been

a great joy as I have learned so much and gained much inspiration. Not only have I

learned a great deal about the particular subject upon which this project was based, but I

have learned a lot about myself and the power of God. This project, along with the entire

D.Min. course, has renewed my passion for expository preaching. It has increased my

desire to faithfully preach and teach God’s inspired and sufficient Word. It has enhanced

my fervency for getting the text of Scripture right by employing sound hermeneutical

methods. And it has been a wonderful reminder to me to diligently shepherd the flock of

God with all my heart.

The discipline that has been required for this course, and the research and work in

writing this dissertation, has helped to focus my time and energy toward my own

theological and spiritual growth. It has been an invaluable experience in every way.
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Implications for Further Study

Although the books and articles I read during the completion of this project were

very enlightening and inspiring, the time constraints did not allow me to dwell on the

material as much as I would have liked. But this has served as a motivation for me to go

back and re-read the sources I already have, as well as getting other sources as well. I

intend to make this a life-long study because I believe it is such a vital issue in the

church. I would like to be able to say that I have read everything I can possibly read on

this subject. I would also like to be able to communicate these principles to as many

people as possible in the future. Certainly the pursuit of godly wisdom will be a life-long

pursuit as well.
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APPENDIX ONE

SERMONS

Sermon 1

“God’s Will: An Introduction”
Selected

- INTRO. - How can a Christian know God’s will for his life? Is His will some
kind of “cosmic secret” that God delights in hiding from us? Is He like some sort
of divine Easter bunny who is up in heaven saying, “you’re getting warmer…?”

- One author wrote, “I have met many believers who were frustrated because they
were convinced that God loved them and had a wonderful plan for their lives, but
for some reason he was not telling them what it was.”

- “Are Christians like…laboratory rats, consigned to explore every dead end in the
maze of life, while the One who knows the way through just watches?”

- People talk about trying to “discover” (or find) God’s will. Is God’s will lost?
Has God misplaced it? Millions of Christians are asking this question in one form
or another. They agree with Jesus, “I have come to do your will, O God,” but
they are not sure what that will is, much less how to do it.

- This is a very important topic for Christians, and yet there is probably more
confusion on this subject than (perhaps) any other subject among God’s people.

- That’s why I want to begin a series of messages today on the topic of knowing
God’s will and how to make decisions biblically. We need to know how to know
God’s will and how to do God’s will in our lives.

- But we’re only going to be able to introduce the subject today. The sermon today
is going to be kind of a “teaser sermon.” It is intended to get you to come back
and hear the rest of the series. But if you will come every week and stay with me,
in the weeks ahead I hope to clarify this important aspect of Christian living.

- This subject is a greatly misunderstood subject and it has caused a lot of damage
to churches, as well as to God’s people individually. I could give example after
example of the terrible consequences that have resulted because people have
made decisions (in my opinion) in unbiblical ways.

- And there is great danger in that, because if your view of how God guides is not
true to the Scriptures, then you could be out of God’s will and not even know it.
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- And this is one of the most challenging topics to discuss in the Christian life
because there are so many different ideas about this, and there are also some fairly
strong emotions involved. Christians have always addressed the issue of divine
guidance with great energy.

- So here’s the deal: I want you to know that I respect your right to differ with me
on this topic. If you don’t agree 100% with me on this, it will not make you my
adversary.

- This is not something that should cause us to part fellowship over. After we get
finished with this series on God’s will, if you say, “You know, pastor, I see this
differently,” God bless you! I will still love and respect you.

- But now listen, until we are finished with this series, I would like to ask you to
hear me out; and I still want to strongly encourage you not to miss any of the
messages in this series because one thing builds on top of another. If you miss
one part, you may miss the part that deals with the questions you have or answers
the particular objection you might raise.

- Now, is that reasonable to ask? (response) You see, all I’m really asking is that
you do as the Bereans did and go search the Scriptures and see if these things are
really so. I mean, check me out and see if what I am saying to you is what the
Word of God says.

- But now, having said that, I also want to say to you that this is not at all
unimportant. This is a very important issue. In fact, this is one of the most
important issues in the Christian life, and I hope you will not take it lightly. How
you and I make decisions will greatly determine whether or not we are actually
doing the will of God.

- According to Col. 1:9-11, to know God’s will should be the goal of every
Christian. Col. 1:9 says, “For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we
have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the
knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding…”

- God wants us to know His will. He is not hiding it from us. He is not up in
heaven saying, “You’re getting warmer.” This is not some kind of game God is
playing with us. The prayer Paul prayed for these believers is for all believers of
all time…that we would be filled with the knowledge of His will.

- In other words, knowing God’s will is the fruit of a transformed mind. According
to Paul, knowledge of the will of God comes through “all spiritual wisdom and
understanding.” (We’ll come back to this passage in a few moments…)

- In Eph. 5: 15-17 Paul says, “Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise
men but as wise, 16making the most of your time, because the days are evil. 17So
then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.” God wants us
to understand what His will is.

- Now, to rightly understand what Paul is saying here, we need to pay attention to
the context in which these verses are found. The context takes us all the way back
to 4:1-2.

- You may remember that, in the first 3 chapters of Ephesians Paul is talking
primarily about doctrinal issues. Chps. 4-6 have to do with the Christian’s walk
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(practical Christian living). This passage is in that section on what it means to
live the Christian life.

- Verse 15 is a continuation of the discussion on how we should “walk” as
Christians. It also has some information about how we should not walk. We are
not to walk as unwise and we are not to be foolish.

- But in contrast to that, we are to walk carefully, as wise men and we are to
understand what the will of the Lord is (and walk accordingly). We are also to
“redeem the time” or “take advantage of every opportunity.”

- The fact that we are living in evil days demands that we have the best of
priorities. And the highest priority for every Christian should be to know and do
the will of God.

- But he says that if we are going to walk wisely, we are going to have to have an
understanding of the will of God. To put it another way, if we do not know what
the will of God is, we are not going to be walking in wisdom; we are going to be
walking foolishly.

- But this raises all kinds of questions, doesn’t it? One question is, “What does it
mean when the Bible speaks of the will of God?” What is Paul talking about here
when he refers to “the will of the Lord?”

- Another question is, “How can we really know the will of God?” If we are
supposed to walk in accordance with the will of God, then we must know what
that will is.

- Jay Adams writes, “Just yesterday, a fine Christian couple asked me, ‘How can
we know whether God would have us adopt a child?’ Recently, a Christian man,
puzzled about whether he ought to enter the ministry or look into another sort of
work, stated that ‘It is very perplexing! I simply don’t know what to do. How
can I know?’ Still another person wasn’t sure whether he ought to propose
marriage to a girl he had been dating for over two years. Why? Because he
hadn’t any assurance that this was the right thing to do.”

- And when you and I make decisions, we are not usually like someone who is
sitting in the back corner of a library all by ourselves. More often, we are like the
pilot of a commercial airliner trying to land his plane safely. Our decisions often
have serious ramifications and affect not only our own lives, but often the lives of
others as well. (expound)

- And if communication with God is available to us in such decisions, we don’t
want to be tuned to the wrong channel. Crashing is as real a possibility as a safe
landing. That’s why the subject of guidance has always been a very important
subject.

- Yet confusion and frustration often reigns in the church today over these kinds of
decisions. Many Christians struggle with the issue of knowing God’s will.

- We know that there are some things the Bible clearly says are His will, but how do
we know His will for things about which the Bible does not directly address?

- How do we know His will for things like where we should live or what we should
do for a living or whom we should marry, as well as many other important life
decisions?
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- People have a lot of ideas about the best ways to make decisions, and even mature
Christians seem to be somewhat confused about decision-making (at times).

- Many Christian today are employing a number of methods for determining God’s
will, thinking that they are doing it the way God’s wants us to do it, but I believe
that many of these methods are unbiblical and need to be re-examined in the light
of Scripture.

- For example, if people take a hyper-mystical approach to decision making and the
will of God, it will lead a very different direction from those who believe that you
cannot know the will of God apart from the Scriptures.

- And although this is a somewhat complex issue, there are essentially two main
views on God’s will and decision making in the church today. One is the
perspective that God is still speaking to people today, and the other is that the
canon of God’s revelation is closed, and that if God speaks to us today, He speaks
to us through His Word.

- But having said that, we need to also understand that there are a whole host of
combinations of these two views. It is really amazing how many different views
there are. There are almost as many views on guidance as there are Christians!
And you see all the differences and you say, “My oh my, are these people reading
from the same book?”

- And what’s the answer to that question? Many times “no.” Because many times
what is said on the topic of discerning the will of God is not based on Scripture.
Instead, it is often based on stories, anecdotes, and experiences that someone had.
And the implication that is given, is that someone’s experience proves a particular
point.

- And I just want to suggest to you that coming to a conclusion on any doctrine
built on the basis of a story or an anecdote or an experience is a very dangerous
thing to do. It can easily lead you astray.

- ILL. - For example, a pastor in Indiana tells the story about how he and his wife
and kids were visiting his “in-laws” and they were getting ready to leave to go
back home. They had the car all packed up and were saying their final “good-
byes” when his father-in-law noticed that his headlight was out.
It was just getting dark, so he had the headlights on, but one of them was not
working. Well, it just so happened that he walked around to where the broken
headlight was and he made a fist and he whacked that headlight, and (guess
what?) the headlight came on.
Then the pastor says, “Now that experience actually happened to me. I was there
and witnessed it with my own eyes. But what was I to make of that experience?
Should I go into some sort of business (expound)?”

- Do you see the point here? If you read more into an experience than you should,
it can lead you off in all kinds of directions. Just because something happens, and
I take from that what I think it should mean, does not mean that what I am
assuming to be truth (based on that experience) is really so.

- And the truth of matter is that in Christianity today, when people are trying to
determine the will of God, it is often based on something else besides the
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Scriptures. It is often based on someone’s experience, and that is what Paul
described in the book of Colossians as mysticism.

- And often, when people come in for counseling, they have made a decision that
has gotten them into trouble because it was based on something other than the
Word of God.

- ILL. - One pastor tells an all-too-typical story. He says that when he was a
college student, he was going to go on a short-term mission trip. The director for
the trip went out for a walk and came back and said that God had told him which
country they were supposed to go to. The pastor said, “So every time I had an
important decision to make I began walking and trying to listen to God.” Is this
how we are to determine God’s will? Go out on a walk and listen for God to
speak to us?

- I mean, think about it: Just because someone says that God told them something,
does that mean God actually told them? How many times have people claimed to
have heard a direct word from God to justify all kinds of bizarre behavior? How
many cults have been birthed because someone has said, “God told me thus and
so?”

- ILL. - An article appeared in the Denver Post in the summer of 1999, entitled,
“Wife says Jesus OK’d Killing.” It reads, “An Aurora woman, arrested on
suspicion of killing her husband, told police that Jesus told her it would be OK…”
Now, folks, I hope you understand, “That’s a problem.”

- And I can’t tell you how many times I have heard people say that they had a
peace from God that it was OK for them to have an affair or to divorce their
spouse.

- Now, I know you are going to respond with, “Yeah, but those are things clearly
spelled out in Scripture as being sinful.” And I would respond back by saying,
“Yes, but even when it has to do with something that is not clearly condemned in
Scripture, the principle is still the same; a person is still doing something on the
basis of a subjective impression or a feeling rather than on the basis of the
objective truth of God’s Word.” I believe that is dangerous. (More on that later)

- Now, most Christians (rightfully so) want to know what God wants them to do.
And this leads them to seek some way of knowing God’s will for their lives.
Most Christians do not want to miss God’s will.

- The problem, though, is that Christians today tend toward mystical, subjective,
and sometimes even bizarre ways of trying to determine God’s will: signs,
fleeces, audible and inaudible voices, Bible roulette, flipping coins…

- People are saying things like “God told me to do this”…“I feel led to do thus and
so”…“the Lord spoke to me last night in a dream”…etc. Listen folks, we need to
go back and re-examine these methods in light of God’s Word.

- Now, the issue of decision making and the will of God is one of the most practical
and relevant issues we can address in the church, because how we go about
making decisions makes so much difference in regard to whether God is really
going to be pleased with us as His children.
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- If we use the wrong methods, we are inevitably going to reach the wrong
conclusions, aren’t we? And the decisions we make can either end in blessing or
tragedy. (pause) So how do we know how to reach the proper conclusions that
God is going to be pleased with? That is our topic of discussion. (Isn’t this
fun?)

- Someone once said that “life can be summarized as an endless series of decisions
punctuated by numerous choices.” Have you ever thought about how many
decisions you make on a daily basis? There are thousands, if not millions of
decisions each of us make in our lifetimes.

- You and I make decisions constantly. Even when we don’t decide, we have made
a decision to be indecisive. So, knowing that, there are a lot of questions that
come up about decision making and the will of God. For a Christian, the issue is
whether the decisions we make are pleasing to God and how we can know.

- And all of us are going to use some method to make those kinds of decisions in
our lives. The method may be good or bad, biblical or unbiblical, and how we
make those decisions is going to make a big difference in our lives.

- One of the things we will be doing in this sermon series is to spend some time
examining methods for determining God’s will that we should be wary of. There
are some very common but faulty ways people use for determining God’s will,
and we are going to point out some of the dangers of those faulty methods.

- And as we deal with this issue of the will of God, there are some key words and
definitions that we need to try to bring some clarity to. For example, when you
talk about the will of God, you need to understand that there are different aspects
of the will of God.

- Many Christians are not aware of this, but it makes a big difference (biblically)
which “will of God” you are talking about. There are different ways that the
phrase “will of God” is used in Scripture and therefore confusion is often the
result. So we need to clarify this and identify the ways this phrase is used.

- Another issue we need to deal with is how we can accurately interpret God’s
revealed will. It is amazing how many bizarre decisions are made by Christians
who are using Scripture as the basis of those decisions. They are using Scripture,
but they are not using it properly.

- What I am saying here is that even those who turn to the Bible to know God’s
will, often use shoddy methods of interpretation and therefore miss God’s will
entirely. So we’re going to talk about that as well. There are a number of
passages that are often misinterpreted and misunderstood, and therefore
misapplied. And we’re going to look at some of those key passages.

- And then we will focus on the proper methods for biblical decision making.
There are some clear, practical, biblical guidelines that we need to understand in
regard to this issue of knowing and doing God’s will. We’ll examine those one
by one.

- We also need to see how the biblical doctrines of providence, revelation,
inspiration, and illumination fit in with biblical decision-making. And we’ll be
bringing the Bible’s teaching on those important doctrines in along the way.
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- So, have I gotten your attention? Have I peeked your interest? Are you ready to
see what the Bible has to say about this important subject? I hope you are, and I
hope that you will be here for every single message in this series.

- Well, as we wrap up for this morning, let’s go back to Col. 1. In Col. 1:9-12, the
Apostle Paul says, “For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we have not
ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His
will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, 10so that you will walk in a manner
worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work
and increasing in the knowledge of God; 11strengthened with all power, according
to His glorious might, for the attaining of all steadfastness and patience; joyously
12giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified us to share in the inheritance of
the saints in Light.”

- This is a common prayer that Paul prayed for the saints, and there is one petition
that he prays for them, and that is that they would be filled with the knowledge of
the will of God.

- The word for “filled” there is the same word that is used in Eph. 5 to refer to
being “filled with the Spirit.” It is the word that means “to be dominated by” or
“to be controlled by” or “to be characterized by.”

- God’s Word says that we are to be totally under the influence of the knowledge of
God’s will. Gary Meadors writes, “Paul desired that these believers be
characterized by the spiritual truth that they already knew.”

- By the way, notice that he doesn’t say “go find it.” He says “be filled with it.”
The will of God is not lost. It is not something we have to go seeking after like a
needle in a haystack. No. It is very much available to us and accessible to us in
God’s Word. But we need to be “filled with it.”

- The purpose for being filled with the knowledge of God’s will is in v. 10. If that
is the case, you are going to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord. You’re going
to be pleasing to Him in all respects, and you’re going to be bearing real spiritual
fruit in every good work.

- You will also be increasing in the knowledge of God. Listen, the way to know
God is not through some kind of mystical “listening” that is separate from God’s
Word. It is through the Word He has revealed. And remember, the Bible is not
just a book with words on a page like every other book. It is a living word and it
is through that Word that you are going to come to know God.

- Thirdly, Paul says you will be “strengthened with all power, according to His
glorious might, for the attaining of all steadfastness and patience…” (v. 11).
There will be consistent growth in your spiritual strength. For example, what
used to just “blow you over” in a small trial doesn’t do that anymore. Now you
can handle greater trials in a way that honors the Lord.

- He says that you will grow stronger in two specific areas. One deals with difficult
circumstances and that other one deals with difficult people. But you are going to
be stronger in regard to these two areas of spiritual discipline.

- And then he says that there will be an increase in an attitude of thankfulness. And
these things will help you determine whether or not you are being “filled with the
knowledge of (God’s) will.”
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- So what is the biblical way of knowing God’s will? That is the question we need
to answer. Remember, the Bible is the standard by which we must judge our
lives.

- I think we would all agree that God guides His people. The question, though, is
how God guides His people. That is the issue we must wrestle with.

- CONCL. - JOKE - A man used to visit a certain pet store where there were
some parrots. He would go in there and look at all the pets and then he would
leave. One day, a particular parrot said to him, “You donkey, you!” > Happened
again the next time he came in > Man told the store owner > Store owner
reprimanded the parrot > “If you ever say something like that again you will not
want to know what is going to happen to you.” > Man comes back in, looks all
around the store > Just as he is about to go out, he walks past the parrot and the
parrot looks at him and says “You know.”

- APPL. - The problem is that most Christians don’t know what the will of the
Lord is. Many Christians do not know how to make wise decisions in a biblical
manner.

Sermon 2

“God’s Will: Different Views”
Selected

- INTRO. - One of the most common questions for Christians to ask is, “What is
God’s will for my life?” and “How can I know God’s will for my life?”

- Jay Adams writes, “A Christian said, ‘With all of these…circumstances piling up,
it is clear that the Lord is directing me to move to another location.’ And another
claims that he had a sense of the Lord’s will for him in seeking to begin a church
in a certain community. Still another is convinced that even though there has
been no confirmation of it in any way, such as a mission board’s support, he
should go to Ireland as a missionary…(he said) ‘Why, the feeling I got when
reading about the need there was so strong it couldn’t have been anything other
than the Lord leading.’”

- I think we would all agree that God guides His people. The question, though, is
how does he do it? One person may say that guidance comes from a “still small
voice,” while another maintains that he gets his “leading” by opening the Bible at
random and reading what it says. Others talk about dreams they have had in
which God has made it clear to them what He wanted them to do.

- One author writes, “Not only do sincere Christians differ about the matter of
guidance; even those who claim one sort or another differ as to the type of
guidance that they report. The matter is truly perplexing.

“Young Christians, who have only recently come into the faith, may attempt to
discern the Lord’s will about various matters only to be told one thing by one
‘older’ Christian and something quite different by another. The matter is
confusing.
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“Leaders in the same congregation do not always agree on the issue, and many
pastors leave the matter up in the air since, either they themselves are unclear or
they fear upsetting those who disagree with them.

“The creeds of the church seem silent about the subject and books recounting
various experiences abound. Within the same congregation, some people affirm
one thing while others affirm another.”

- Isn’t that true? But why is there so much confusion about this issue of God’s will.
Surely God does not want us to be confused about something as important as His
will! Because His Word tells us that He wants us to do His will (as we clearly
saw last week in Eph. 5 and Col. 1) then surely He will make His will clear to us
so that we can do it.

- Eph. 5:15-17 says, “Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as
wise, 16making the most of your time, because the days are evil. 17So then do not
be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.”

- Col. 1:9 says, “For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we have not
ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of
His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding…” God wants us to know His
will.

- But the problem is that there is a lot of disagreement within Christianity about
how God reveals His will. Author James Petty says that “among biblically
committed Christians, there are three main schools of thought about how God
guides.”

- In his footnote he writes, “There is an additional view, which I will call the
‘priestly view.’ This view emphasizes that we find guidance from God by
looking to those whom God has appointed over us. There is great variety in the
way this idea is worked out among different groups.”

- We won’t deal with this fourth view since it has very little following in the church
at this time. But I do want to examine briefly the three main views. First of all,
there is what many call:

I. THE TRADITIONAL VIEW

- Perhaps this term was coined by Gary Friesen, in his book Decision Making and
the Will of God. While I would recommend that you read Friesen’s book and
while I understand the reasons he uses this term, I don’t really care for this term
for several reasons.

- First of all, this view is not “traditional” in the sense that it has always been held
by the church in church history. In fact, I would say that there is no doubt that the
third view we will talk about today is really the traditional view in that sense.

- What Friesen calls the “traditional view” did not come into existence until the 20th

century (Really the late 1960s and early 1970s). By the way, I don’t think it is a
coincidence that the charismatic movement also came into existence at about the
same time.

- But even though this view is not “traditional” in the sense that it has been the
view of the church for most of church history, it is “traditional” in the sense that it
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has become the most widely-held view in the modern church today. I call this
view the “continuous revelation view” or “the mystical, subjective view.”

- What does this view hold? Well, we’re going to come back to it in a moment, but
let me summarize it here by saying that it includes the belief that God has a
specific and detailed plan for each Christian’s life and that guidance involves
finding out what that plan is.

- You say, “Pastor, do you believe that God has an individual will for each of us?”
Probably so, although it is not as clear in Scripture as some people might think it
is.

- But what I do believe is that if God does have an individual will for us, He
accomplishes that will through His providence, and we can’t know that in
advance. We can’t read circumstances to try to figure it out. (More on that
later—don’t you love these “teasers?”)

- Now, the other part of this view is that since this specific individual plan is not
recorded in the Bible…that each Christian must use other means for discerning
what it is.

- This usually involves such things as reading circumstances, following inner
promptings, heeding inner voices, deciding on the basis of peace or lack of peace,
etc. For the most part, these are subjective forms of guidance, although they do
include the Scripture as part of the process.

- ILL. - F. B. Meyer, for example, summarizes his way of knowing God’s will as
“three lights” that must line up like navigation buoys in the ocean. The three
buoys that must line up are circumstances, inward promptings and God’s Word.
He says that when these three things line up, you can know something is God’s
will.

- The question we must answer, however, is whether or not this is a valid way of
knowing God’s will or are these methods an example of reading something into
God’s Word wrongly? But before we deal with this view in more detail, let me
quickly give you the other two views. The second view is what Petty calls:

II. THE TRADITIONAL CHARISMATIC VIEW

- Petty writes, “This position is similar to the first one in that it also seeks guidance
by obtaining knowledge of the individual and specific plan of God. The
difference is that in this view, God communicates directly and verbally … often
… through an apostle, prophet, prophecy, audible or inaudible voice, or a ‘word
of knowledge.’”

- Dreams and visions are also very much a part of this view, although they can be
part of the first view as well. In fact, what I would say about these two views is
that they are only different in degree, not in essence.

- I believe that those who hold to what Friesen calls the traditional view are
essentially adopting the same basic approach as the charismatics are. (We’ll
come back to this) A third view is what Friesen calls:

III. THE WISDOM VIEW

- This perspective is based on the sufficiency of Scripture in the sense that God has
given us all we need to know in His Word, and if something is not directly
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addressed in Scripture, God expects us to employ indirect principles of Scripture
and godly wisdom which results from being filled with the knowledge of the
Scriptures to make wise decisions.

- Guidance comes, not through some method apart from Scripture, but from the
wisdom of God that is derived from knowing His Word so thoroughly that we
think biblically and the Holy Spirit’s illumination of Scripture helps us to make
wise decisions based on His principles.

- Now, you say, “Pastor, aren’t you cutting out the HS with this view?” Not at all!
The Spirit is the One who inspired the Word of God in the first place and He is
the One who illumines His Word to our hearts and minds and helps us know how
to apply his truth to our lives.

- Petty writes, “The wisdom view sees…His guidance (as) mediated by (coming
through) the illumination of our minds and hearts by the Word of God (as)
…God’s Spirit illumines (us).”

- On top of all that, the Lord is at work in our lives behind the scenes fulfilling His
purposes through what we call providence. He is carrying out His sovereign will
with His mighty hand, and this will never fails. (More on that later)

- Petty also says, “If we are going to analyze each of these three positions
biblically, we need to look first at four important topics: (1) the doctrine of
providence, (2) the sufficiency of the Scripture, (3) the doctrine of illumination,
and (4) the current work of the HS.”

- I hope to clarify each of these four important doctrines as we go through this
series. And we’re going to touch on each of these three views, but let’s spend the
rest of our time this morning looking more closely at the first view, which is no
doubt the most widely-held view in the church today.

- Now, depending on your background, this may be the predominant way you have
been taught or it may be something that you have never really given much
consideration of.

- Julie and I were pretty much taught this way growing up. There are several
versions of this view and there is a range from what I would call “mild” to what I
might call “extreme mysticism.”

- Jay Adams describes this account in his book on guidance, (he writes) “Recently I
visited a Sunday School class of a Bible believing church. The teacher
expounded Joshua 9, the story of the Hivites who came from Gibeon.

“Because they feared the Israelites, they sent delegates requesting Israel to make a
treaty with them. These delegates disguised themselves as travelers from a distant
land outside the territory Israel had been commanded to occupy.

“They wore old sandals and threadbare garments, carried old sacks and wineskins,
and brought food that was dry and crumbly. They spoke only of victories long
past, not recent ones.

(Then he writes) “The teacher did a good job of reiterating the facts of the
incident. Then he went on to apply it to us. Rightly, he showed that God had
forbidden His people to make treaties with the people of the land of Palestine
(Duet. 7:1-5; 20:16-18).
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“Rightly, he pointed out that the people were deceived by failing to inquire of the
Lord (Josh. 9:14), and rightly, he warned us of the deception of Satan in leading
God’s people to violate God’s plain commandments.

“Then he asked, ‘How can a Christian know he is making a decision in accord
with God’s will?’ It was, of course, the question of guidance. The question was
appropriate and Joshua 9 has something important to say on this vital subject.

“(But) his answer was something like this: ‘I asked my Christian friends and
consulted some Christian books, and what I have come up with is that there are
six ways in which you can know God’s will in reaching a decision…Scripture,
prayer, the advice of others, circumstances, reason, and peace.”

- The answer that man gave is similar to what Friesen calls the “traditional view.”
It is the sort of teaching that you find in many (if not most) evangelical churches
today.

- Charles Stanley wrote in his book on guidance that God employs four principle
methods of revealing His will to believers. He says that the Word of the God is
the “primary way.”

- But then he adds the HS, other people and circumstances. Concerning the HS he
says, “The HS living within us and speaking to us ought to be the natural, normal
life-style of believers. We can claim His presence, direction, and guidance.”

- The illustration he gives from his own life right after making this statement makes
it clear that he is referring to some sort of direct revelation from the Spirit apart
from Scripture.

- By the way, the proponents of this view don’t want to claim that they are
receiving new revelation. They know the canon of Scripture is closed, so they use
other terms like “application.” But in essence, what they are talking about is (in
fact) additional revelation. It is new information directly from God, which is over
and above what He has revealed in the Bible.

- And they don’t want anyone to think that they are referring to God speaking to
them audibly. Stanley says, “When I say the HS ‘speaks,’ I do not mean audibly.
Rather, He impresses His will in my spirit or mind, and I hear Him in my inner
being.”

- Is that how God guides us? We’ll come back to this later, but let me say at this
point (because I don’t want you to misunderstand me), I do believe that there is an
internal working of the HS in the life of every believer. The Bible is pretty clear
on that.

- There is, in fact, a subjective element to the way the HS works in our lives. But I
prefer to call this what the Bible calls it, which is conviction. John 16:8, "And He
(the HS), when He comes, will convict the world concerning sin, and
righteousness, and judgment…”

- And it is not new revelation; it is a conviction to do what God has already
revealed to us in His Word. If you want to say that you have an inner prompting
to do the will of God as revealed in Scripture, I’m OK with that (although I would
still want to use the term conviction so it would not be misunderstood).
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- And, by the way, this is where it gets frustrating to me as a preacher, because I
want to deal with about 15 or 20 aspects of this subject all at once, but I can only
deal with one thing at a time.

- You probably have all kinds of questions, and maybe even some objections in
your mind, and I hope I can speak to each of these issues before we are finished
with this series. Be patient.

- Also, write down your questions and comments and send them to me, so that I can
make sure I address your concerns. And I would be happy to talk to any of you as
we go through all this.

- Well, getting back to this particular pastor, in regard to his belief that God guides
us through circumstances, he writes “God uses all circumstances in life to speak
to us.” Does He? I agree that He uses all circumstances in our lives as His
providence, but does He use these things to speak to us? Can we read
circumstances and know what they are supposed to mean?

- We’ll come back to that as well because people are doing all kinds of things like
putting out fleeces and trying to read so-called signs from things that happen to
determine God’s will, and it is often disastrous in its consequences.

- People are saying things like, “Well, you know what, I can’t deny that this
particular thing happened to me, so I know it must mean that God is telling me
this…” Really? How do you know what that is supposed to mean? We’re going
to spend some time on that one.

- Interestingly, the same pastor then comes back and says that God also speaks to
us through a restless spirit, an uneasiness in our hearts, blessings, unanswered
prayer, disappointment, failure, financial collapse, tragedy, sickness and
affliction.

- Now, certainly, God uses those kinds of things in our lives, doesn’t He? That is
what we call the providence of God. He is working behind the scenes in ways
that are unknown to us in order to accomplish His purposes.

- But (listen) it is one thing to acknowledge God’s providence in things like this,
and it is another thing to seek to employ them as means of guidance. Get this in
your mind: You can’t know the providence of God in advance. You can only
know it after the fact. And you can’t read meaning into it ahead of time.
Providence is not intended to be a means of guidance.

- What does Deut. 29:29 say? It says, “The secret things belong to the LORD our
God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever…”

- The secret things of God’s providence have not been revealed to us. We can’t
know them. But there are some things that God has revealed to us. What things?
That passage goes on to say, “that we may observe all the words of this law.”
(expound)

- Listen, any or all of these things Charles Stanley mentions can draw us closer to
God if we respond properly, but none of them necessarily means that God is
“speaking to us.”

- The author writes, “This is the normal Christian life, living keenly responsive to
the voice of God in whatever fashion He may choose to speak to us.”
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- But isn’t that a clear violation of Heb. 1:1-2? Heb. 1:1 says, “God, after He spoke
long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions and in many ways, 2in
these last days has spoken to us in His Son…”

- In other words, God used to speak to men in all kinds of different ways, but that
was under the old dispensation. Now, in the age of the new covenant, He has
spoken to us in one way and that is through His Son (whose testimony is recorded
in the NT).

- Certainly, God can do whatever He chooses to do. He is God. He is sovereign.
But the issue is not what God can do, but what He has revealed to us He will do.

- And what He has revealed to us, is that what He has chosen to do, is to give us the
full and complete revelation of Himself and His will in His Word.

- Now, I’m not picking on this one pastor. There are many others who have written
or taught something very similar. There is no doubt in my mind that the most
influential in our denomination has been Henry Blackaby.

- But I am calling some of these popular notions into question. Let’s at least re-
examine them. Let’s at least dialogue on this. Let’s ask the hard questions, and
most importantly, let’s put them up against the standard of Scripture.

- Now, one of the fundamental pillars of what Friesen calls the “traditional view” is
that God has a detailed plan (like a blueprint) for each of our lives as individuals,
and that our job is to find out what that blueprint is and get in line with it.

- Friesen calls this “the dot,” the center of the bulls eye of God’s will. Perhaps you
have heard someone talk about finding the center of God’s will.

- This is the idea that there is one perfect thing that God intends for us and if we
miss that “dot” we will have to settle for second best (or perhaps even third or
fourth or fifth best). Folks, this is a real problem!

- May I suggest to you that there is little solid biblical evidence of that approach to
God’s will. In the next few weeks, we will look at this in light of Scripture and
examine this premise.

- But this view of God’s will essentially says that there is one perfect will of God
for each of us individually, and our goal is to find that “dot” (that perfect will),
and the way you find that “dot” is to follow several “clues” such as the Bible,
prayer, circumstances, the advice of others, inner impressions of the Spirit, etc.,
and when all these clues line up, then you can know you are in the center of
God’s will.

- James Petty writes, “Let me use a simple parable to illustrate this view of
guidance…and how it is granted by God.” (He says) “Let’s say that you agree to
house-sit for a wealthy couple who are going on a safari in Africa.”

“You offer to do some landscaping work (for them) while you are there. The
owners are delighted and agree to the deal.

“You arrive at the house on the appointed day and find, to your horror, that the
couple has already gone. You discover a note thanking you in advance for the
projects you will complete. The note, however, says nothing about which specific
projects they want you to work on and you cannot contact them.
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“Puzzled, you go to the garage and notice that certain tools are already laid out for
you. A particular type of fertilizer is opened. You also find some photos of some
plantings at a local arboretum. From these and other clues you put together what
you hope is a reconstruction of their plan for your work.

“But until they return, you cannot be totally sure that you implemented their plan
and not your own. It all depends on whether or not you read the clues correctly.

(Then he writes) “In the same way, the traditional view of guidance requires us to
interpret circumstances, our own inner senses and promptings, and the views of
others to arrive at what we believe is God’s plan for us. God does not directly
show the plan to us (in other words, He does not write it in the sky or send us a
divine e-mail explaining it).”

- And we can never know and will not know until the Lord returns and we are with
Him whether or not we have hit His bulls eye; His perfect will for us.

- And one of the main problems with this understanding of the will of God is the
belief that if you miss God’s bulls eye, you then have to settle for less than God’s
best.

- What if you don’t get the right person you are supposed to marry. Many
Christians have, in fact, divorced because they were convinced that they married
the wrong person.

- Gary Friesen writes, “Of course it is the choice of a marriage partner where
finding or missing the ‘dot’… is especially serious. For the choice one makes is
permanent. Divorce, for the committed Christian, is not a live option. So the
believer who has married the wrong person must live on within God’s permissive
will, settling for God’s second best.”

- He says, “You can change cars, houses, schools, or churches if you discover you
have missed God’s will, but the choice you make concerning your spouse is
irreversible.”

- My belief is that the problem is not when we miss God’s “dot,” but that the whole
concept of the “dot” is not biblical. This we shall see in the coming weeks.

- ILL. - Petty gives this illustration, “Rick was a talented graphic designer I met
some years ago. He had about ten years of experience working for a successful
advertising agency, but he chafed at the atmosphere of cutthroat competition
among employees scrambling to ‘make partner.’

“He also recoiled at the low moral tone and the heavy pressure to produce. He
naturally wondered if he could do just as well on his own, yet he was fearful of
trying to compete with his old firm for business.

“He dreamed that if he could begin his own firm, he would finally have control
over his life. He could set his own hours and be more involved in ministry. Yet
he had a wife with three small children. If he failed at his attempt to go solo,
everyone would suffer. He might lose his house and savings.

“Rick prayed that he might be shown the plan of God for his life. He asked God
whether that plan called for him to start his own firm or stay put. He began to
look for ways God might be trying to communicate with him.
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“He looked for potential customers who might appear in rather unusual ways. He
began to listen for God’s voice in his own thoughts – some special divine ‘tag’
that might make a thought stand out as (being) from God.

“He wondered if there were some tests that he could employ to decide the issue.
For example, if there was unusual slander, gossip, and other forms of evil at work
on the anniversary of his conversion to Christ, perhaps that would be a sign that
the place was just too corrupt.

“As he meditated on this, a disturbing thought began to intrude into his mind. He
was not sure, but he feared he had missed God’s plan for his life back in college.
He had gone to the Urbana Student Missionary Convention and signed up to
pursue missions, but once he got back to school, he was easily talked out of it by
his faculty advisor.

“What would have happened if he had used his communication abilities to spread
the gospel instead of creating advertisements? Perhaps he was now so far from
God’s will for his life that it was pointless to try to get back to it, much less ask
God to guide him within his current, ‘disobedient’ plan.”

- Do you see the problem? How do you know if you have hit God’s “bulls eye” or
if you are now having to settle for second or third or fourth best? Perhaps you
started off with choice “A” and you have “missed” God’s will so many times the
you are now on choice “Z.”

- We’ll pick it up here and examine that more carefully next time.

- PRAYER

Sermon 3

“God’s Will: Different Uses”
Selected

- INTRO. - If you’re new here this morning, we are going through a series on
decision making and the will of God, and so far we have spent time on the
importance of knowing God’s will and the three primary views on how God
reveals His will.

- We are kind of building some framework of understanding upon which we can
build a theology on this issue. So today, we are going to examine the different
ways in which the phrase “will of God” (or the concept) is used in Scripture.

- You see, one important element in this debate is to understand that when the Bible
talks about the will of God, it is not always referring to the same thing. And, by
the way, this part is not all that controversial, because nearly all Bible scholars
agree with this.

- There are some exceptions, that we will note, but most students of Scripture will
acknowledge that the phrase “will of God” is not always used to mean the same
thing in Scripture.

- So let’s look at these different uses, and we’ll begin with:
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I. THE SOVEREIGN WILL OF GOD

- Now, each of these we will examine are called by different names. The sovereign
will of God is also referred to as the “decretive (or decreed) or determined will of
God,” or “the secret (or hidden) will of God,” or “the ultimate (or eternal) will of
God,” or “His immutable will.”

- MacArthur calls it “the comprehensive will of God.” It is God’s will of purpose.
It is expressed in the unfolding of “His sovereign plan (for) the entire universe,
including heaven, hell and earth.”

- As Phillip Jensen writes, “God has a plan, a grand design, that he has been
unfolding since before the creation of the world.” Garry Friesen says, “God’s
sovereign will can be defined as God’s predetermined plan for everything that
happens in the universe.”

- One place that we find this will expressed is in Is. 14:24. Turn with me to Is. 14.
Look with me at v. 24, “The LORD of hosts has sworn saying, ‘Surely, just as I
have intended so it has happened, and just as I have planned so it will
stand…’(and then he goes on to explain what He intends to do to Assyria).”

- Look down at v. 26, “This is the plan devised against the whole earth; and this is
the hand that is stretched out against all the nations.” In other words, this is
describing something that God has decreed. This is something that will ultimately
happen because God has decreed it to happen.

- From eternity past to eternity future, God has a plan for the earth and for all the
nations, and His plan will be fulfilled. This plan cannot be altered in any way.
There is nothing that anyone can do to prevent God’s sovereign will from being
fulfilled.

- We see it again in Is. 46:9-11: “Remember the former things long past, for I am
God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is no one like Me, declaring the
end from the beginning and from ancient times things which have not been done,
saying, 'My purpose will be established, and I will accomplish all My good
pleasure'; calling a bird of prey from the east, the man of My purpose from a far
country. Truly I have spoken; truly I will bring it to pass. I have planned it, surely
I will do it.”

- Dave Swavely says, “Notice from that passage that God’s sovereign will is
exhaustive and comprehensive (hence MacArthur’s term), it extends even to the
smallest details, such as where a bird flies...”

- Now, we also see this kind of thing in the NT. Turn with me, for example, to
Eph. 1. In Eph. 1:11, we see where God “works all things after the counsel of His
will.” That phrase is talking about the sovereign will of God. In other words, as
Haddon Robinson puts it, “Paul (is) saying that history is God’s story and…He
writes the story line.”

- Now, this is an important passage, and we may come back to it later and study it
in more detail, but notice what it says, “In Him also we have obtained an
inheritance, having been predestined according to His purpose who works all
things after the counsel of His will…”

- Now, we really should see this passage in its full context, but this is referring here
to the sovereign will of God in our salvation. Our salvation is a part of God’s
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sovereign will. In v. 5 we read that “He (God) predestined us…according to the
kind intention of His will.”

- By the way, what does that say about our salvation? It says that no one can thwart
it. It will come to complete fruition. This is one important aspect of the security
of the believer, that our salvation is part of the sovereign will of God, and that will
is always accomplished.

- Well, let’s look at another example. Turn with me again to the OT, and let’s look
at Ps. 115:3. Here’s what it says, “But our God is in the heavens; He does
whatever He pleases.”

- Listen, there is a sense in which we can say that whatever happens is something
that has happened because God was “pleased” for it to happen that way.

- We see a similar thing in the book of Daniel. Look at Dan. 4:34-35. Now, this is
the confession of king Nebuchadnezzar (after God had humbled him), but the last
part of that verse says, “For His dominion is an everlasting dominion, and His
kingdom endures from generation to generation. And all the inhabitants of the
earth are accounted as nothing, but He does according to His will in the host of
heaven and among the inhabitants of earth; and no one can ward off His hand or
say to Him, 'What hast Thou done?'”

- God is sovereign! And if He has determined that something is going to happen,
nothing in this world can ever thwart that. This is really the aspect of God’s will
that James is speaking of in James 4, where he says, “Come now, you who say,
‘Today or tomorrow, we shall go to such and such a city, and spend a year there
and engage in business and make a profit.’ Yet you do not know what your life
will be like tomorrow. You are just a vapor that appears for a little while and then
vanishes away. Instead, you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we shall live and also
do this or that.’”

- In other words, everything we do and plan should be put into the perspective that
God has a sovereign will, and if it is not in His sovereign will, then it won’t
happen. What we plan may not be in God’s sovereign plan, and He may then
(through His providence) over-ride our plans.

- As Haddon Robinson says, “You ought to make your plans with a very strong
sense of ‘if,’ because you don’t know what the next day will hold, not to mention
the next year.”

- Prov. 27:1 says, “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day
may bring forth.” We don’t know in advance the providence of God. And the
thought of “if it is the Lord’s will” should permeate our minds.

- The Bible says that same kind of thing in Proverbs 16:9. It says, “The mind of
man plans his way, but the LORD directs his steps.” Now, you can plan your
way, and you ought to plan your way. The point of this proverb is not that we
shouldn’t plan; the point is that even if we plan, it may not happen the way we
plan. The sovereign will of God may over-ride our plans.

- The point here is that whatever happens, happens because the Lord directs our
steps by His providence. Prov. 19:21 says, “Many are the plans in a man's heart,
But the counsel of the LORD, it will stand.”
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- Listen, you can plan all you want, but if your plan is not in accordance with the
sovereign will of God, it will not come to pass. Your plan will get over-ridden by
His providence.

- Job confessed, in Job 42:2, “I know that Thou canst do all things, and that no
purpose of Thine can be thwarted.”

- Now, some call this the “permissive will of God” because it describes what God
allows to take place. Any time something happens, you can know three things for
certain about it: 1.) God already knew it was going to happen. God is
omniscient. He sees the end from the beginning. He already knows in advance
what is going to happen. He is never caught off guard. So if something happens,
you can know (first of all) that God already knew about it.

- 2.) God could have prevented it. Since He is omnipotent, He has the power to
prevent anything He chooses from taking place. So if something happens, we can
know that He has allowed it to occur. Now, that doesn’t necessarily mean that He
has caused it, although He does cause certain things to occur. (And I won’t go
into the theology of primary and secondary causes at this point)

- 3.) If something happens, we can assume that it is part of God’s sovereign will
for it to happen. One author writes, “Though God determines all things (in one
sense), He does so without being the author of sin, without violating the will of
man, and without destroying the reality of decision making. Each one of us is
held responsible for every decision we make (including responding to the
gospel).”

- Now, this may be difficult for us to fully understand, but it is clearly taught in
Scripture. And the Bible says (in Rom. 8:28) that “God causes all things to work
together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His
purpose.”

- Even though God is not the author of evil (as the Bible makes clear in James
1:13), whenever evil does occur, God uses it for His good purposes and causes
good to come from it.

- Now, there are times that God even changes the hearts of men according to His
own sovereign will. Turn with me for a moment to Prov. 21:1. Notice what it
says here: “The king's heart is like channels of water in the hand of the LORD; He
turns it wherever He wishes.”

- Even the decisions of kings (and Presidents) are in the Lord’s sovereign will as
He wishes. Now, that is not to say that He always changes the hearts of kings, but
if He so chooses, He can do it with no problem at all.

- By the way, understand that this is not limited to kings and Presidents here. God
can change any heart He so desires to change.

- So, this is one way that the Bible uses the phrase “will of God.” And we only
know God’s sovereign will in part and in general because He has been pleased to
reveal some of it to us in His Word. But all the details of it are not yet revealed.

- And this is what Deut. 29:29 means when it says, “The secret things belong to the
LORD our God…” There are some things about God and how God is working
that still remain a secret. We can’t know them.

- And the only way to know some of the sovereign will of God is by looking back
to see what has already happened. And if it happened, then we can know that it is
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part of God’s sovereign will because nothing happens that is outside the sovereign
will of God.

- Now, the important thing for us to note here about God’s sovereign will is that
you cannot know it ahead of time. There is no way to know His sovereign will
until it takes place. The only way to know it is to look back and see what has
already happened.

- To be sure, some things about the future elements of God’s sovereign will we can
know, because He has told us in Scripture that certain things will occur. But there
are other things that we will just have to wait and see what takes place.

- There are a few times in Scripture where we read that God has chosen to reveal
His sovereign will ahead of time to certain individuals. Bible prophecy is an
example of that. Through Bible prophecy, we know ahead of time what God
intends to do and what will one day take place in history.

- There is also an occasion in Genesis where God revealed to Abraham what He
was about to do to the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. But that should not be
taken as normative for us, and for our daily lives, we cannot know God’s
sovereign will ahead of time. And yet, this is what many Christians today are
looking for. They want to know what God’s sovereign will is in advance.

- “Lord, who do You want me to marry?” “Where do You want me to live?”
“What occupation should I pursue?” Questions like that. But God’s sovereign
will is secret and you cannot know it (other than what He has given us in the form
of Bible prophecy).

- God’s sovereign will can only be determined after the fact. It cannot be known
ahead of time. You see, this is how we get it confused because we want to know
God’s sovereign will in advance.

- And, understand something, most of the time, when a person is talking about the
will of God, they are referring to the sovereign will of God. People want to know
what is going to happen before it happens. But it is impossible to know that. And
God has not chosen to reveal all that to us in advance.

- That’s why many Christians get frustrated. They ignore God’s moral will (which
we will talk about next) because they want to know God’s sovereign will instead.
But we know can’t know it before it comes to pass.

- Grant Howard in Knowing God’s Will—and Doing It writes, “Can I know the
determined will of God for my life? Yes—after it has occurred! You now know
that God’s determined will for your life was that you be born of certain parents, in
a certain location, under certain conditions, and that you be male or female. You
now know that God determined for you to have certain features, certain
experiences…certain brothers and sisters, or perhaps to be an only child…”

- There are many things in your life that are outside of your control. They are,
instead, determined by the sovereign will of God. But there are some things that
are in your control, and those are the things you need to be concerned about.
Rather than focusing on the secret will of God that we can’t know in advance, we
ought to be focused on the revealed will of God in Scripture.

- R. C. Sproul writes, “One of the great tragedies of contemporary Christendom is
the preoccupation of so many Christians with the secret decretive will of God to
the exclusion and neglect of the preceptive will.”
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- In her book Keep a Quiet Heart, Elisabeth Elliott says, “Today is mine.
Tomorrow is none of my business. It I peer anxiously into the fog of the future, I
will strain my spiritual eyes so that I will not see clearly what is required of me
now.” (apply)

- Turn with me to 1 Peter 3:17 for a moment. Now, this is a verse about suffering.
Notice what it says, “For it is better, if God should will it so, that you suffer for
doing what is right rather than for doing what is wrong.”

- In other words, if God’s sovereign will for your life includes some kind of
suffering, even if you can’t fully understand it at the time, it is better for you that
you suffer for doing what is right than for doing what is wrong.

- James Petty writes, “While urging Christians to suffer for doing good rather than
for doing evil, he makes the side point that suffering itself comes through the plan
and permission of God.”

- Now, here’s an interesting verse. Look with me at Prov. 16:33. Look what it says
here: “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD.”

- Now, we’re going to examine more thoroughly this issue of casting lots, but the
point I want to make here is that if God decides to determine which way the
casting of lots comes out, it is His prerogative to do so.

- Or, in our day and time, if God wants to determine which lottery numbers come
up, He can do so with ease. Now, I don’t think this is saying that God necessarily
causes every toss of the coin or every casting of dice.

- The author uses the word “every” there, but I think this is referring to what God
allows. We could say that He causes every coin toss, etc. in the sense that He is
sovereign in what He allows. This gets into primary and secondary causes, but
the emphasis here is that God is completely sovereign.

- But (understand something) the idea that God determines everything that happens,
in the sense that men no longer have any choice, is called “determinism,” and I
don’t believe the Bible teaches that. As John MacArthur writes, “God is
sovereign, but He is not independently deterministic.”

- Sproul writes, “A serious danger faces those who restrict the meaning of the will
of God to the sovereign will. We hear the Muslim cry, ‘It is the will of Allah.’
We slip at times into a deterministic view of life that says, ‘Que será, será’—What
will be will be. In doing so, we are embracing a sub-Christian form of fatalism,
as if God willed everything that happened in such a way as to eliminate human
choices.”

- Whatever we believe about the sovereignty of God, we also have to allow for the
responsibility of man. God holds us responsible for the decisions we make.

- Friesen writes, “God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility are asserted side-by-
side in Scripture (Acts 2:23; 4:27-28). Whether we can put them together in our
minds or not, we must accept both truths and respond appropriately to both.”

- We may not be able to “unscrew the inscrutable,” but we must accept what God
has declared, even when we can’t fully grasp it.

- The Westminster Confession of Faith says, “God from all eternity, did by the
most wise and holy counsel of His own will, freely, and unchangeably ordain
whatsoever comes to pass: yet so, as thereby neither is God the author of sin, nor
is violence offered to the will of the creatures.” (apply)
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- There is an interesting comment made by the Apostle Peter on the day of
Pentecost. Turn with me for a moment to Acts 2, and let’s look at vv. 23-24.

- Back up to v. 22, “Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man
attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God
performed through Him in your midst, just as you yourselves know--this Man,
delivered up by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to
a cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death. And God raised Him
up again, putting an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him to
be held in its power.”

- Haddon Robinson writes, “The implication of this brief passage is profound.
Peter acknowledged that when the people of Jerusalem crucified Jesus, they made
their own choices…And all these independently made choices were subsumed
into God’s infinite will and purpose…That is the sovereign working of God. The
people of Jerusalem were responsible for their choices, but in their choices—
through that awful agony of crucifixion—God brought His best.”

- Robinson adds, “God is not limited to what we decide to do (that is the theology
of ‘open theism’). But in God’s sovereignty, He can work in our choices, through
our choices, and in spite of our choices, to accomplish His will.”

- Well, there are a lot of other passages of Scripture that we could go to in regard to
the sovereign will of God. But I think you get the idea. So let’s turn now to a
second way the phrase “will of God” is used in the Bible, and that is:

II. THE MORAL WILL OF GOD
- The moral will of God is the clear instruction that God has given us in His Word,

and it is obvious that we are not going to have time to develop this one today.
We’ll have to come back to it next week. But with the remaining time today, I
want us to go back to the sovereign will of God for just a moment.

- What is the application that we need to take from this understanding of the
sovereign will of God as in contrast to the moral will of God?

- Here is the issue: Typically, when a person is talking about knowing the will of
God, they are talking about knowing the sovereign will of God. They want to
know the future in advance and you cannot know that in advance.

- Now, let’s just pull over here and park for a moment. Think about this; why do
you suppose that many Christians want to know the sovereign will of God in
advance? (pause) Well, let me suggest to you three reasons why this may be the
case.

- First of all, it is because we think that if we can know God’s sovereign will in
advance, we will be guaranteed freedom from trouble.

- For example, let’s say I am trying to make a decision about buying a car. And I
ask God to tell me which one to buy. Let’s say I’ve narrowed it down to three
cars, and they are all identical except for the color.

- One is green, the other is red, and the other is white. Now, why do you think that
some Christians get all lathered up about God telling them which car to buy?
Because they think that if they get the right one, they won’t have any problems
with it.

- People have this false notion that finding God’s will means I am going to have
fewer problems. (pause) Now, what’s wrong with that king of thinking? It fails
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to take into consideration the fact that God may want me to have the lemon.
Maybe it is His will for me, not to have the best car, but to have the worst car.

- Many Christians think that God’s sovereign will always means smooth sailing,
with no problems or trials or adversity. But that is not always the case. Read
your Bible and you will find many examples, sometimes God’s sovereign will
includes suffering. That is the case for individual believers and it is the case for
churches as well.

- I mean, think about it, maybe God wants to use that pile of junk in your life to
sanctify the fire out of you. Or maybe he wants you to be able to witness to all
the mechanics in town.

- But how many Christians do you know who would pray: “Lord, I really want your
will, especially if it means that I get to drive a junky car because I really want to
be sanctified.”

- Do Christians pray like that? NO. We pray for God’s will because we think it
will mean problem-free living. We think that if we can just find the perfect will
of God, we’ll have smooth sailing. That’s not how it works!

- Well, here’s another reason why Christians want to know the sovereign will of
God in advance. We believe that if God makes the decision for us, then we are
free from the responsibility of the consequences. If I can blame the bad results on
God’s will, then I’m not responsible for making the bad decision.

- If I stand up here and say to this congregation that God has spoken to me and told
that we are to do a certain thing, even if we don’t have the resources to be able to
do it, then I’m not responsible when it doesn’t turn out well, and things go badly.
“It’s God’s fault. He’s the One who led us to do it.” And it is amazing how often
that kind of thing happens in churches.

- Well, here’s another reason why we often want to know God’s sovereign will in
advance, and that is because then the pressure is not on us to get all the facts
necessary to make a good decision.

- Listen, making a good decision with godly wisdom takes a lot of effort and work
and study. And many people are not willing to put that kind of effort into making
a decision, so they just resort to some kind of “whiffle dust.”

- You know, “Give me some kind of warm wind on the back of my neck. Give me
some sort of sign where I can bypass all the work. Just give me some holy ‘goose
bumps’ or something, so that I can quickly and easily know your will.”

- In fact, many people want their decisions to be the same way they want their
sanctification to be: instant and easy. But that is not God’s plan for us either.
Sanctification does not come that way, and neither does good decision making.

- PRAYER

Sermon 4

“God’s Will: Different Uses”
(Part 2)
Selected
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- INTRO. - We’re in a summer sermon series on decision making and God’s will.
This will go for several weeks, and last week we began looking at the various
ways the phrase “will of God” is used in Scripture.

- It is important to understand that when the Bible talks about the will of God, it is
not always referring to the same thing. As we saw last time, sometimes it refers
to:

III. THE SOVEREIGN WILL OF GOD

- This aspect of God’s will has to do with those things that God has decreed to
happen. It is God’s will of purpose. It is expressed in the unfolding of “His
sovereign plan (for) the entire universe…”

- Nothing can ever thwart God’s sovereign will, and other than the aspect of Bible
prophecy, in which God has told us in advance what He is going to do, we cannot
know the sovereign will of God ahead of time.

- And this is what Deut. 29:29 means when it says, “The secret things belong to the
LORD our God…” There are some things about God and how God is working
that still remain a secret. We can’t know them.

- And the only way to know the sovereign will of God is by looking back to see
what has already happened. And if it happened, then we can know that it is part
of God’s sovereign will because nothing happens that is outside the sovereign will
of God.

- There are many things in your life that are outside of your control. They are,
instead, determined by the sovereign will of God. But there are some things that
are in your control, and those are the things you need to be concerned about.

- As the last part of Deut. 29:29 says, “but the things revealed belong to us and to
our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.” Rather than
focusing on the secret will of God that we can’t know in advance, we ought to be
focused on the revealed will of God in Scripture.

- So that leads us to a second way the phrase “will of God” is used in the Bible, and
that is:

IV. THE MORAL WILL OF GOD
- The moral will of God is the clear instruction that God has given us in His Word.

James Petty asks, “If God does not normally guide by giving us access to his
sovereign plan, how does he provide direction?” He answers, “He gives us his
words in Scripture. There his will is revealed in human language…”

- Now, this aspect of God’s will also has a number of different ways it is referred
to. MacArthur calls it the “commanding will of God.” Stewart Scott refers to is
as “the preceptive will of God” (from the concept of God’s precepts or
instructions given to us in the Bible). Steve Viars calls it “the directive will of
God.” Others have called it “the revealed will of God” (in contrast to the secret
will).

- Garry Friesen says that “God’s moral will may be defined as God’s moral
commands that are revealed in the Bible, teaching men how they ought to believe
and live.” Sometimes it is referred to as “the general will of God.”
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- This is what God desires for us to do as He has revealed it to us in His Word.
100% of it is revealed in Scripture. Of course, we may obey or disobey His
Word, but this is what God has told us in Scripture that He wants us to do.

- In contrast to God’s sovereign will, this is not something that will surely happen.
This is not something that is certain to happen. It may happen or it may not
happen. We have to decide if we are going to choose to obey or disobey God’s
revealed will.

- This is at least in part what Jesus was referring to in Matt. 6:10 when He taught us
to pray, “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” At least in part, what He is
saying is that God’s moral will be done in this world.

- As James Petty points out, “We can be sure that Jesus was not concerned that
God’s sovereign plans would fail unless people prayed.” We know that there is
nothing in this universe that can thwart God’s sovereign plans.

- But what the Lord was asking was for God to work in the hearts of men and
women to obey His moral will here on earth, just as the angels and heavenly
beings obey them in heaven.

- Here’s another one: Ps. 40:8 says, “I delight to do Your will, O my God; Your
Law is within my heart.” Gary Meadors explains that “in the Old Testament,
God’s will was equivalent to his law in the understanding of the Old Testament
believer.” (expound)

- The moral will of God is what Paul is referring to in one of our main texts, Eph.
5:15-17, “Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men, but as wise,
making the most of your time, because the days are evil. So then do not be
foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.”

- It is also what he is talking about in Col. 1:9-10, “For this reason also, since the
day we heard of it, we have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be
filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so
that you may walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects,
bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God…”

- As Dave Swavely writes, “Those passages speak of the will of God as something
that is revealed in the Scriptures, and something that we can “understand” and
“know.”

- Now, sometimes the will of God is clearly spelled out in Scripture in the form of a
command. For example, 1 Thess. 4:3 says, “For this is the will of God, your
sanctification; that is, that you abstain from sexual immorality…” (We’ll come
back to this one in a moment)

- 1 Peter 2:15 says, “For such is the will of God that by doing right you may silence
the ignorance of foolish men.” God wants us to do right in order to maintain a
strong witness in the world. (We’ll come back to this one as well)

- 1 Thess. 5:18 says, “…in everything give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in
Christ Jesus.” We can say for certain that we know it is God’s will for us to give
thanks to God because His Word clearly tells us so. And God will never lead you
to do something that He has forbidden in His moral will in the Bible.

- The moral will of God is what the last half of Deut. 29:29 speaks of. It says, “The
secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us
and to our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of this law.”
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- You know, we really shouldn’t be concerned about the “secret things.” That is
God’s realm and we really don’t need to know about that. But God has revealed
to us what we need to know. This is the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture.

- And, by the way, there is plenty for us to be concerned about in what God has
revealed. Just making sure we are obeying what He has revealed to us in His
Word is more than we can even do as it is (apart from His grace).

- But it is significant, I believe that nowhere in the NT is a Christian ever
commanded to “find” God’s will. Instead, the emphasis is on “doing” it.

- Gary Meadors writes, “We are constantly exhorted to ‘do’ God’s will, assuming a
pool of knowledge to which the believer can respond. Doing God’s will is not a
search for unrevealed information in order to make a decision. Rather, we are to
conform our attitudes and behavior to what God has already taught in his Word.”

- He further explains that “a surface reading of ‘will of God’ passages where verbs
like know, be filled with, or understand are used have caused some to think that
these terms are synonyms for find. Such an understanding, however, is not true to
the biblical contexts. These exhortations are not invitations to obtain new
revelation but are appeals to engage the information already available.”

- So when the Bible says “Thou shalt not steal,” what is that? It is the moral will of
God. It is something that we can know God does not want us to do.

- Listen, I can tell you right now that it is not God’s will for you to go to a
restaurant today after church, and eat a big meal, and then to walk out without
paying. That is not God’s will!

- You say, “But you didn’t even pray about it.” I don’t have to pray about it. You
say, “But you don’t even know my circumstances.” I don’t have to know your
circumstances. I can tell you with all the authority of heaven that is not God’s
will for you to do that because God has already told us in His Word that it is not
His will.

- And I can tell you without question today that it is not God’s will for you to marry
someone who is not a Christian. You say, “But you don’t even know this guy.” I
don’t have to know him. You say, “But, pastor, I’m in love—surely this is the
will of God.” I can tell you right now, it is not the will of God! The Bible is
absolutely clear on this.

- Now, even worse, you could say, “But God told me that this was His will for my
life. He told me it was OK in this case.” Listen, I can tell you without
equivocation this morning that it is absolutely NOT God’s will. God has not
stuttered on this. He will never lead you to do something that is a clear violation
of His Word. NEVER.

- And 2 Cor. 6:14 says that Christians are not to marry those who are unbelievers.
You don’t have to think about it or pray about it or seek counseling—just don’t do
it! And if you go ahead and do it, you are out of God’s will and you will have to
deal with the consequences of being disobedient to God.

- And the commands of the Bible not to fornicate or to commit adultery are not
open for debate. It doesn’t matter what the circumstances are. It doesn’t matter if
it will save you money to go ahead and move in with your boyfriend or girlfriend,
God says “Don’t do it!”
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- R. C. Sproul writes, “It is the will of God that we have no other gods before Him;
that we love our neighbors as we love ourselves; that we refrain from stealing,
coveting, and committing adultery.”

- And Haddon Robinson says, “God wants the knowledge of His moral will to
habitually inform our minds and hearts. In many of life’s decisions, that
knowledge determines our choices.” The Bible gives us a great deal of instruction
on God’s will. As Robinson adds, “To make good decisions I need to be mighty
in the Word of God.”

- Now, what can we know for sure about God’s will from the Bible? In his book
Found: God’s Will, John MacArthur gives five things that we can know for sure
is God’s will. God’s wants us to be saved, Spirit-filled, sanctified, submissive
and suffering.

- We’re not on a hunt (as Dr. MacArthur’s book points out). We are not seeking to
discover God’s will. God’s will is not lost. It has been revealed to us in
Scripture. All we need to do is to study it and apply it.

- So let’s begin with these five things the Bible tells us are God’s will and then
we’ll look at a few more. The first thing about God’s will that we can know for
sure is that God wants you to be:

a. Saved

- Turn with me to 1 Tim. 2:3-4. Here’s what it says, “This is good and acceptable
in the sight of God our Savior, 4who desires all men to be saved and to come to
the knowledge of the truth.”

- Listen, if you are here today and you have never received eternal salvation by
placing your faith and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, then you are not even at the
beginning point of God’s will.

- By the way, the words “all men” there mean exactly that. It doesn’t mean “only
the elect” as some Calvinists claim. God wants all people to be saved.

- Look with me at 2 Peter 3:9. 2 Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not slow about His
promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any
to perish but for all to come to repentance.”

- If you say you want to know what the will of God is, first and foremost it is your
salvation! You cannot even begin to do the rest of God’s will until you have been
saved by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ. A second thing that we
can say for certain is God’s will is that believers are:

b. Spirit-Filled

- Look with me at Eph. 5:18. Now, we need to go back to a passage that we have
read nearly every week during this current series and that is vs. 15-17. Notice
what it says, “Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise,
16making the most of your time, because the days are evil. 17So then do not be
foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.”

- The Bible tells us that God wants us to know what His will is and we say we want
to know what His will is. So what is His will? He tells us at least part of it in v.
18, “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the
Spirit…”



133

- A second thing that we can say for certain that is God’s will for our lives is that
we are Spirit-filled. Now, essentially this means that we are walking in obedience
to Christ and His Word.

- The corollary passage to this is Col. 3:16, where it says that we are to be “letting
the word of Christ dwell in (us) richly.”

- Now, listen, oftentimes when people are talking about wanting to know the will of
God, they are talking about God letting them know who to marry or where to
move or what job to take. But often those who are asking these questions are not
obeying the clear command of God to be filled with the Spirit and to allow the
Word of Christ to dwell in them richly.

- I’m convinced that if we start here and make sure we are doing all the Word of
God says we are to do, then those “big ticket items” will take care of themselves.

- But first we need to ask if we are saved and if we are Spirit-filled. MacArthur
says, “Spirit-filled people do not stumble and mumble around trying to find out
what God wants. They just go!” They just go out and do what God has told us in
His Word He wants us to do.

- And, by the way, following Eph. 5:18 he lists a whole bunch of results that come
from being Spirit-filled. Col. 3 has the same list. They are things like worship,
thanksgiving, mutual submission in the home and in society.

- And you may ask, “How do I become Spirit-filled?” By letting the Word of
Christ dwell in you richly. By spending time in God’s Word to the degree that
you are thinking God’s thoughts and that begins to impact your whole life.

- Listen, a lot of us need to let go of some less important things and spend more
time in the Word of God so that we can be the Spirit-filled Christians God wants
us to be. Well, there is a third thing that the Bible tells us clearly is God’s will
and that is that we are:

c. Sanctified
- Turn with me to 1 Thess. 4:3. Here’s what it says, “For this is the will of God,

your sanctification…” Some of you may not be familiar with that word
“sanctification,” but it is referring to your progressive growth as a Christian.

- Now, in this particular passage, Paul has a specific aspect of sanctification in
mind, so we could really use the word “pure” here instead. God wants us to be
morally pure.

- He says, first of all, “that is, that you abstain from sexual immorality…” The
word for “sexual immorality” used here would include any sexual sin. It would
include pre-marital sex, extra-marital sex, homosexuality, and any other form of
sexual expression that is not within God’s boundary of marriage.

- Another part of this is found in v. 4. Look what Paul says here, “that each of you
know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honor…”

- There are two possible translations for “vessel” here and that is “wife” or “body.”
I believe that “body” is the best translation and that would include more than just
self-control in sexual matters, but would also include such things as how we
dress, personal hygiene, gluttony, lack of exercise, etc.
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- Then he says in v. 5, “not in lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know
God…” The word for “lustful passion” in the NAS is the word “concupiscence”
in the KJV. It means “evil desires in the sexual realm.”

- What Paul is saying here is that, as disciples of Christ, we are not to be just like
the rest of the world and be guided by our sexual passions. Everything in this
world seems to be oriented around sexual passions and God says that we are not
to have that orientation.

- And then he says in v. 6, “and that no man transgress and defraud his brother in
the matter because the Lord is the avenger in all these things, just as we also told
you before and solemnly warned you.”

- This is talking about using other people and mistreating them for your own gain.
In v. 7 he sums it by saying, “For God has not called us for the purpose of
impurity, but in sanctification.” So this is something we can be sure about. We
can know that one aspect of God’s will for our lives is our sanctification,
specifically our purity. Fourthly, God want us to be:

d. Submissive
- Look with me at 1 Peter 2:13, “Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every

human institution, whether to a king as the one in authority, 14or to governors as
sent by him for the punishment of evildoers and the praise of those who do right.
15For such is the will of God that by doing right you may silence the ignorance of
foolish men.”

- Here is another area where you can be sure of God’s will. His Word is clear on
this. God wants you to be submissive to those in authority over you.

- We won’t spend a lot of time on this, but the Bible mentions kings, rulers,
parents, husbands, elders, and others who are in positions of authority to which
we are to submit.

- We don’t have to pray about that. We don’t have to “seek the Lord” in that
regard. We already have His Word on it. If someone is in authority over us we
are to willingly submit to that authority. Now, here’s one that is often
overlooked, and that is, it is God’s will for us to:

e. Suffering
- “Oh, Pastor, are you sure about that?” Turn with me to 1 Peter 4:19. Here’s what

it says, “Therefore, those also who suffer according to the will of God shall
entrust their souls to a faithful Creator in doing what is right.”

- Now, someone here today might say, “Listen, do I know about suffering…you
should meet my husband or my wife…” That’s not the kind of suffering Peter is
talking about. Peter is talking about suffering for righteousness’ sake.

- Look back in 1 Peter 3:17, “For it is better, if God should will it so, that you
suffer for doing what is right rather than for doing what is wrong.” Peter is not
talking about the suffering that comes when you deserve it because you have done
something wrong.

- No, Peter is talking about the kind of suffering that comes when you do right and
you live a godly life and persecution comes.

- You see, anybody that is truly living a godly life is going to get some flak from
the world. And if you are waltzing through life comfortably and you never face
any persecution, it is probably because you are going the same way the world is.
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- Once you begin to truly live the Christian life, you are going to be different from
the world and the world is going to ridicule you and persecute you.

- And so what this is really saying here is that God wants us to live a godly life that
is so distinct that we will suffer for righteousness’ sake. Now, I want to give you
a couple of other things that Bible tells us that we are to do.

- Really, there are many commands in Scripture and it is God’s will for us to obey
them all, but I want to give you a couple more specific ones. I believe it is clear
from Scripture that God also wants us to be:

f. Sent
- From the very beginning of the church, God’s design was for His saints to go into

all the world and preach the gospel. Turn with me to Mark 16:15.
- This is a form of the Great Commission that is not as often quoted, but it says,

“And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation.
16“He who has believed and has been baptized shall be saved; but he who has
disbelieved shall be condemned.”

- The one we are more familiar with is Matt. 28:18-20, which says, “And Jesus
came up and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been given to Me in
heaven and on earth. 19“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,
20teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you
always, even to the end of the age.”

- Now listen, this commission has never changed! These are our marching orders.
We are to be edified and built up when we gather together on Sundays, but then
we are to go out and bear witness to the life-changing power of the gospel
throughout the week.

- How long has it been since you have talked to someone about faith in Christ? Are
you reaching out to those neighbors and co-workers with the message of Christ?

- Certainly the Great Commission includes the sending of missionaries around the
world, but it also includes you and me going to those we know and giving witness
to the saving power of the Lord Jesus Christ.

- We could go to a number of passages that re-enforce this, but I want you to turn to
one more. Look with me at 2 Cor. 5. Let’s begin reading in v. 18, “Now all these
things are from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the
ministry of reconciliation, 19namely, that God was in Christ reconciling the world
to Himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and He has committed to
us the word of reconciliation. 20Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, as
though God were making an appeal through us; we beg you on behalf of Christ,
be reconciled to God.”

- This passage tells us that those who have been reconciled to God by placing their
faith in Jesus Christ for salvation, have then been given the ministry of
reconciliation, that of entreating others also to do the same.

- People are always praying and asking God to show them what their ministry is to
be. Well, I can tell you right now, if you are a Christian, your ministry is the
ministry of reconciliation. You have been called by God to be entreating people
to be reconciled to God by believing in Christ.
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- People are always telling these stories about how God was speaking to them and
telling them to witness to someone. Listen, we don’t need God to “speak to us” in
some mystical fashion and tell us to witness. He has already told us in His Word
that is what He wants us to do.

- God’s will is for us to be sent as His ambassadors. But there is another thing God
wants us to be and that is, God wants us to be:

g. Salt
- Not only are we to be faithful to be a verbal witness for Christ, but our lives are to

be such that others will believe our testimony. Turn with me to Matt. 5:13. Here
Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has become tasteless, how
can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown
out and trampled under foot by men.”

- Now, there have been all kinds of ideas about what this means, but I think that if
you keep reading there in Matt. 5 it becomes clear.

- Verse 14 says, “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be
hidden; 15“nor does anyone light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on the
lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. 16“Let your light shine
before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your
Father who is in heaven.”

- Verse 16 is the summary verse. What Jesus is talking about here is a godly life
that bears witness to the life-changing power of the gospel. When people see the
“good works” that come from spiritual regeneration, they will glorify God.

- So the idea of being salt and light has to do with a lifestyle that is consistent with
who we have become in Christ. Our witness to the world must be in two forms.
It must be a verbal witness but it must be backed up by a godly life.

- There is another thing that God wants us to be. As we think about God’s will and
what God tells us in His Word is His will for all believers, another thing we see is
that God wants us to be faithful:

h. Stewards
- Turn with me to 1 Cor. 4. Look with me at v. 1, (Paul says) “Let a man regard us

in this manner, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God. 2In this
case, moreover, it is required of stewards that one be found trustworthy.”

- Turn to 1 Peter 4:10. Here the Apostle Peter says, “As each one has received a
special gift, employ it in serving one another as good stewards of the manifold
grace of God.”

- Part of our Christian discipleship is that of being a steward. A steward, of course,
was one who managed the affairs of another. As Christians, the Lord has
entrusted us with certain resources and we are going to be called into account as
to how we utilize those resources for His purposes.

- We could go to several of the parables Jesus taught that have to do with this
theme, but for the sake of time, let me just say that the teaching of Scripture in
regard to our stewardship is absolutely clear.

- Nothing we have belongs to us. We will take none of it with us when we die. It
is all given to us for a brief period of time, and ultimately we will stand before the
Lord and give an account of what we did with it.
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- Did we use it for our own selfish purposes or did we invest it in the things of
God? Did we use these earthly resources to bring people to Christ and send the
message of the gospel to the ends of the earth or did we spend it all on ourselves?

- Now, we have mentioned all these things that we can know for sure. This is the
moral will of God. It has been revealed to us in His Word. And you know what,
most of the time when Christians talk about knowing God’s will, it has to do with
things the Bible doesn’t directly address.

- But listen, if we will be obedient to the things that God’s Word is clear about, it
will take care of 99% of God’s will for our lives. And I believe that if we will
focus on what we know for sure, the things that are uncertain will also fall into
place.

- The place we should begin in seeking God’s will is to do what He has already
made clear to us is His will. He wants us to be saved, Spirit-filled, sanctified,
submissive, suffering, sent, salt and stewards.

- PRAYER

Sermon 5

“God’s Will: Different Uses”
(Part 3)
Selected

- INTRO. - A popular author writes, “On an overcast night, a ship was fighting
rough seas as it approached the narrow entrance to a harbor. To the inexperienced
passenger, the chances of finding and navigating the path to safety seemed remote
at best.

“The slightest miscalculation could spell disaster. Yet the captain appeared calm
and relaxed. A nervous passenger, perhaps seeking reassurance to settle his own
fears, asked the captain, ‘Sir, how do you know when to guide the ship into the
harbor entrance?’

“The captain pointed to the dark shore punctuated with random dots of light. ‘Do
you see those three brightest lights there on the land?’ the passenger searched for
a moment, then nodded. ‘I have learned,’ continued the captain, ‘to steer my ship
parallel to the shore until those three lights all line up as one. When the three
lights agree, then I know that I can guide my ship safely into the narrow entrance
of the harbor.’”

- Most Christians today have been taught that this is the way believers are to find
God’s will. Whenever certain “signs” or “markers” line up (they believe) then
they can know that they are in the center of God’s will. But is this what the Bible
teaches?

- We are in the middle of a sermon series on God’s will and so far in our study we
have seen how important it is for us to know God’s will. Eph. 5:15 says,
“Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, 16making the
most of your time, because the days are evil. 17So then do not be foolish, but
understand what the will of the Lord is.”
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- Col. 1:9 says, “For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we have not
ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of
His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding…”

- God wants us to know His will. The question though, is “How do we know God’s
will? Where do we turn in order to be ‘filled with the knowledge of His will in all
spiritual wisdom and understanding?’”

- That’s what we are trying to answer and we are doing this very carefully and
systematically because there are so many different ideas out there about how
Christians are supposed to know God’s will.

- A couple of weeks ago, we pointed out that there are about three main approaches
to answering this question. There is the traditional view, the traditional
charismatic view (which we won’t spend much time on) and there is the wisdom
view. (If you weren’t here for that message, I encourage you to get the tape)

- And, by the way, remember that when we talk about the “traditional view” it is
not “traditional” in the sense that it has always been the position of the church
throughout church history. In fact, it has only emerged in the last 100 years or so.
But it is “traditional” in the sense that it is currently the most widely-held view.

- But for the last couple of weeks we’ve been looking at the various ways the
phrase “will of God” is used in Scripture. When the Bible talks about the will of
God, it is not always referring to the same thing. And so far we have seen that
sometimes it refers to:

V. THE SOVEREIGN WILL OF GOD

- Sometimes it refers to those things that God has decreed to happen. This aspect
of God’s will is certain and it is accomplished by His providence.

- Nothing can ever thwart God’s sovereign will, and other than the aspect of Bible
prophecy, in which God has told us in advance what He is going to do, we cannot
know the sovereign will of God ahead of time. “The secret things belong to the
LORD our God…” (Deut, 29:29a)

- And the only way we can know the sovereign will of God is by looking back to
see what has already happened. If it has happened, then we can know that it is
part of God’s sovereign will because nothing happens that is outside the sovereign
will of God.

- But the last part of Deut. 29:29 says, “…the things revealed belong to us and to
our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.” And that
leads us to a second way the phrase “will of God” is used in the Bible, and that is:

VI. THE MORAL WILL OF GOD
- The moral will of God is the clear instruction that God has given us in His Word.

This is “the revealed will of God” (in contrast to the secret will). We can know
this will because God has revealed it to us in His Word. 100% of it is revealed in
Scripture.

- And this aspect of God’s will is not certain. We may obey or disobey His Word,
but this is what God has told us in Scripture that He wants us to do.

- And it is significant, I believe that nowhere in the NT is a Christian ever
commanded to “find” God’s will. Instead, the emphasis is on “doing” it. This
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assumes that He has already told us what His will is. And, in fact, He has done so
in His Word.

- We’re not on a hunt (as John MacArthur points out). We are not seeking to
discover God’s will. God’s will is not lost. It has been revealed to us in
Scripture. All we need to do is to study it and apply it.

- And if we will be obedient to the things that God’s Word is clear about, it will
take care of 99% of God’s will for our lives. The place we should begin in
seeking God’s will is to do what He has already made clear to us is His Word.

- And, as we saw last time, we know He wants us to be saved, Spirit-filled,
sanctified, submissive, suffering, sent, salt and stewards. Those are things we can
say for sure, along with all the other commands in Scripture and the precepts and
principles that make up His moral will.

- But let’s move on now to a couple of other possible aspects of the use of God’s
will. I say “possible aspects” because not all Bible scholars agree that there are
any other aspects beyond the two we have already discussed.

- But I want to throw these other two out there for you to consider, and we are
going to spend considerable time on the second one. But the first one is what R.
C. Sproul calls:

VII. GOD’S WILL OF DISPOSITION
- Sproul says, “This aspect of God’s will refers to what is pleasing and agreeable to

God.” He says, “Some things are ‘well pleasing in His sight’ while other things
are said to grieve Him. He may allow…wicked things to transpire, but He is by
no means pleased with them.”

- Now, an example of this is 2 Peter 3:9, where it says that the Lord is “not willing
that any should perish.” If you try to put that in the category of the sovereign will
of God, then you would have to say that everyone will be saved because the
sovereign will of God cannot be thwarted.

- Yet we know from Scripture that not all will be saved. In other words, if you put
this in that category of God’s will, it would become a proof text for universalism.

- Many would say that this is part of the moral will of God. But Sproul writes,
“This would mean that God does not allow people to perish in the sense that He
grants His moral permission.”

- In other words, it is not within His moral will to allow any to perish. He says that
a third option is better, which is to see this as “God’s will of disposition.” He
writes, “God is not willing in the sense that He is not inwardly disposed to, or
delighted by, people’s perishing.”

- He says, “A human analogy may be seen in our law courts. A judge, in the
interest of justice, may sentence a criminal to prison, and at the same time
inwardly grieve for the guilty man. His disposition may be for the man, but
against the crime.”

- MacArthur uses the term “God’s compassionate will” and says, “This aspect of
God’s will refers to His heart’s desire, which is within the scope of His
comprehensive (sovereign) will and completely consistent with it, although it is
more specific and focused. Unlike God’s comprehensive will, however, His
desires are not always fulfilled.”
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- In 1 Tim. 2:4 we read that God “desires all men to be saved and to come to the
knowledge of the truth,” and yet we know that is not going to happen. Many are
going to follow the broad road that leads to destruction rather than the narrow way
that leads to eternal life.

- Sproul brings this aspect of God’s will into sharper focus when he writes, “The
distinction of God’s revealed (moral) will and hidden (sovereign) will raises a
practical problem: the question of whether or not it is possible for a Christian to
be acting in harmony with God’s preceptive will and at the same time be working
against His hidden will.”

- Now, I’m going to ask you a trick question. Are you ready? Now, you don’t
need to respond, but think about this. In Luke 22:23, that’s when our Lord is
talking to Peter about his upcoming denial, was it the Lord’s will for Peter to deny
Christ?

- Be careful now. Which way are you going to answer? If you answer “yes” or
“no” you would not be entirely correct, would you? Why? Because the answer
(biblically) is BOTH.

- Certainly it was not God’s moral will for Peter to deny Christ. That was a
violation of what Jesus had revealed to him. But we have to say that it was part of
the sovereign will of God because nothing comes to pass that is not part of the
sovereign will of God.

- But this really seems to fit best in this category of God’s will of disposition. God
allowed this to happen even though it grieved His heart when it occurred.

- Was it God’s will for Jesus to die on the cross? Yes and no. It was certainly not
part of His moral will. It was essentially the putting to death of an innocent man.
Yet it was certainly part of His sovereign will to provide the salvation of
mankind.

- We saw that in Acts 2:22. There it says (as part of Peter’s sermon at Pentecost),
“Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by
God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in
your midst, just as you yourselves know--this Man, delivered up by the
predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God (there’s the sovereign will part),
you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death (there’s
the human responsibility part).”

- It was not God’s moral will for them to do that, but it was His sovereign will for
them to do that for the sake of our salvation. Sproul writes, “When Pontius Pilate
delivered Jesus to be crucified, Pilate acted against the preceptive will of God but
in harmony with the decretive will of God.”

- He asks, “Does this make nonsense of God’s preceptive will? God forbid. What
it does is bear witness to the transcendent power of God to work His purposes
sovereignly in spite of, and by means of, the evil acts of men.”

- We could say the very same thing about the story of Joseph in the OT. Do you
remember what Joseph said to his brothers when they finally came to know who
he was? He said, “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good…”

- In other words, God can take even those things which are done by men with evil
intentions and bring about His purposes from them.
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- But the point is that these kinds of things don’t seem to fit neatly into either of the
other two categories of God’s will. In a sense, we could call this the “permissive
will of God” because it reflects what He permits or allows. It certainly comes
under the umbrella of His sovereign will, but may be a special sub-category under
that.

- But I want to move now to another possible category, and that is:
VIII. THE INDIVIDUAL WILL OF GOD
- Almost all Bible scholars agree on the first two, that there are references to the

sovereign will of God and references to the moral will of God. But the traditional
view says that there is also what is referred to as “the individual will of God.”

- That’s where I want us to spend the rest of our time this morning. “Does God
have an individual will for each and every one of us, and if so, how detailed is it
and how do we find it? Is there a blueprint for each individual Christian? Is that
what the Bible teaches? And if there is a blueprint (or a “dot,” a center of God’s
will like the bulls eye on a target) then how do we know what that blueprint is?”
And what happens if we miss the bulls eye?

- Now, you may say, “Pastor, why is this so important for us to take time on
Sunday morning to talk about it?” Well, I believe that it is very important because
there are thousands (if not millions) of Christians expending tons of time and
energy trying to find God’s “dot” for their lives and most are completely
frustrated with the whole process.

- Many Christians are living in frustration, believing that they have missed God’s
best and are having to settle for second or third best. Others are turning to all
kinds of mystical methods to try to “hear God” and find His “dot” for their lives.

- And quite frankly folks, many of these methods are highly suspect at best and
downright dangerous at worst. We’re going to go through those faulty methods
one by one.

- But let’s go back now and examine more carefully this idea of the individual will
of God. You say, “Pastor, do you believe in an individual will of God for every
believer?” Let me give a firm answer: “It depends!”

- Here’s what I mean. If you mean by that, God has a blueprint for each of us and
how He wants our lives to go, and we are supposed to try to find the “dot,” the
“bulls eye” of the center of His will, then no, I don’t believe that is what is taught
in Scripture.

- If, however, you mean by that, God cares for each of us individually and is at
work providentially in our lives accomplishing His divine purposes in us every
single day, then yes, absolutely!

- Jim Petty writes, “although God does have an individual and specific plan for
every Christian, this plan is strictly secret. God does not normally reveal anything
about it to us. He goes to great lengths to tell of its existence and its power…but
we are never led to expect to know it…it is information that, for now at least, is
for God’s use alone.”

- Then he says, “In (the wisdom) view, divine guidance has nothing to do with
discerning this secret plan and using it to make decisions. Guidance is given by
God when He gives us insight into issues and choices so that we make the
decisions with divinely inspired wisdom.”
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- Now, those who hold to the traditional view would say that the moral will of God
does not cover every issue we face in life and in the specific situations in which
we must make decisions.

- Therefore we must be guided by God’s individual will. By the way, I believe that
the reason people say that is because they do not understand the tremendous
implications of the moral will of God, and all of the relevance it has to us in all
kinds of daily decisions. There is more to the broadness of the application of
Scripture than most Christians realize.

- Although the Bible does not directly address every issue we face, there are
biblical principles that apply to every aspect of life. Even though we might not be
able to go to a direct command, we can go to a principle that gives us aid in
making godly decisions. (We’ll come back to this later)

- Well, how do we define the “individual will of God?” Friesen says that those who
hold the traditional view would define the individual will of God as “…that ideal,
detailed life-plan which God has uniquely designed for each believer.”

- For example, let’s say that you are a single person and you are looking for a mate.
You know that the Bible tells you that it is not God’s will for you to marry an
unbeliever (2 Cor. 6:14), but beyond that, you want to know which Christian girl
God would want you to marry.

- Since God’s moral will (the Bible) does not give you that kind of specific
guidance, you seek God’s individual will for your life in this matter. You may
agonize over this decision for a long time, trying to find the “center of God’s will”
because if you miss it and you get the wrong one, then you will have to settle for
less than God’s best.

- Those who hold to the traditional view would say that “this guidance is given
through the indwelling HS who progressively reveals God’s life-plan to the heart
of the individual believer. (And) the Spirit uses many means to reveal this life-
plan…but He always gives confirmation at the point of each decision.” Is that
true?

- Henry Blackaby writes, “Whenever God gets ready to do something, He always
reveals to a person or His people what He is going to do.” Does He? Those who
hold to the traditional view say “yes,” but is this what the Bible teaches? Where
in Scripture is this taught? (We’re going to deal with this very carefully because
this is so subtle and yet so important)

- But those who hold to the traditional view believe that the Bible supports the
individual will of God in the sense of a specific blueprint for each and every
believer, and that we can know what that blueprint is.

- Friesen writes, “The proof for the existence of God’s individual will comes from
four sources: reason, experience, biblical example, and biblical teaching.”

- Let’s look at these four quickly. Some would say that the concept of an
individual will (as defined by the traditional view) is reasonable because God is a
God of order. Some would say that “it is only reasonable to conclude that God
would use His ability to formulate an ideal life-plan for each of his children.”

- And by the way, let me re-iterate that I am not denying that there is an individual
will for each of our lives planned by God. All I am saying is that it is a part of
God’s sovereign will and we can’t know God’s sovereign will in advance.
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- Friesen writes, “the images in the Bible to portray God and His relationship to
believers argue strongly for the reasonableness of the individual will of God. God
is our King, our Shepherd, and our Father. What great king has no plan for his
people? What wise shepherd has no plan by which to guide his sheep? What
loving father has no design for his son?”

- I think it is important to talk about this because people always bring up verses that
picture God as a King, Shepherd, or Father. (We’ll come back to this)

- And then there is the appeal to experience. People give testimonies of how they
knew God was guiding them a certain way. Saints in every age have testified that
the HS is our personal, indwelling Guide. (And we’ll talk about that)

- And then we have the evidence from Scripture. This evidence takes two forms.
First, there is the evidence of biblical examples of those in Scripture that were
guided in some special, individual way.

- Some of the biblical examples in the NT include Jesus Himself, the Apostle Paul
(who was specifically led to Macedonia), the evangelist Philip (who was directed
to the Ethiopian Eunuch), Peter (who was directed to Cornelius), Ananias (who
was led to Paul), and the HS showing the Jerusalem Council what to do about the
Gentiles who were becoming believers.

- In the OT, we have the examples of Moses, Joshua, David, Elijah, Josiah, Ruth,
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel, to name a few.

- Let me respond to these three aspects before we get to the specific passages used
to defend this view. What about the argument from reason? This argument
hinges on two of God’s attributes, His orderliness and His omniscience.

- Certainly, with these attributes, we must conclude that God could develop a
blueprint for each individual believer (in the sense of the “dot”), but do these
attributes require that God do so?

- For example, one author writes, “Consider this illustration.” He says “It is
reasonable to think that a man might drive his car down main street on his way to
work because that is the shortest route to his place of business. But he does not
have to go that way. He may, in fact, take a longer route which, because of a
lower volume of traffic and fewer signal lights, allows him to get there more
quickly. Reason permits either alternative.”

- The orderliness of God and His omniscience does not necessitate an individual
will of God in the sense that the traditional view understands it. God could just as
reasonably guide our lives through His moral will (as revealed in Scripture) along
with His providence. There is another alternative which is also reasonable.

- What about the idea that a king, shepherd or father would have a detailed plan for
his subjects, sheep or children? The question I would have here is “does that
really happen?” Let me ask those of you who are parents, “Is every last detail of
your child’s life planned out for them?” I don’t think so.

- A wise father teaches his children the principles he or she needs to guide his/her
life and make wise decisions, but he doesn’t do every last thing for the child and
make every decision for him, especially as he matures. (And, by the way, if you
do that as a parent you will cripple your child)

- How many kings (or Presidents) plan every last detail for every last one of their
subjects? That doesn’t happen, does it? He may have a general direction he
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provides, but he doesn’t seek to legislate every move of every single person under
his authority.

- And a shepherd sets boundaries for the sheep, but he doesn’t tell each of the sheep
which blades of grass to eat. In the same way, God does give us guidance, but it is
not the kind of guidance that is often thought of.

- Freisen writes, “God is indeed a Guide. But His means of guidance may be
different from that suggested by the traditional view. It may be more general than
specific. It may give increasing freedom and responsibility to believers in their
decision making.”

- He says, “God does guide His people like a father, shepherd, and king. These
figures do not, however, argue for the existence of an individual will of God (in
the way the traditional view portrays it). In fact…they support the idea that God
guides through the basic principles of life He has given in the Bible (His moral
will), thereby teaching His children to wisely use their freedom in the application
of those principles to the decisions of life.”

- You say, “What about the experiences of those in church history that seem to
have received individual guidance from God concerning specific issues?”

- What about guys like Hudson Taylor? The traditional view would say that the
reason for Hudson Taylor’s success as a missionary in China can be attributed to
the fact that he followed God’s individual will for his life in going to China.

- But how do we know that is true? Is it not possible that Hudson Taylor could
have been just as successful as a missionary in India, or perhaps he could have
been even more successful in India than he was in China. We don’t know
because he didn’t go to India, he went to China.

- Or could we also say that Hudson Taylor’s accomplishments in China stem, not
from his obedience to an individual will, but to God’s moral will. That Hudson
Taylor was merely being obedient to the mandate of God’s Word to go and make
disciples of all the nations.

- Isn’t that what Joshua 1:7-8 is all about? Turn with me to Joshua 1. Look with
me at v. 7, “Only be strong and very courageous; be careful to do according to all
the law which Moses My servant commanded you; do not turn from it to the right
or to the left, so that you may have success wherever you go. 8“This book of the
law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night,
so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then you
will make your way prosperous, and then you will have success.”

- The Bible says that success comes from knowing and doing God’s revealed will.
As Hudson Taylor was obedient to the Great Commission, God blessed his work
and he had success as a missionary. And again, it is a very dangerous thing to
base your theology on experience. It must be based on Scripture.

- Well, we’re out of time, so we’ll have to pick it up here next time. I realize that
we are right in the middle of this, so hang on to your questions and we’ll try to
answer them as we move along…

- PRAYER
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Sermon 6

“God’s Will: Different Uses”
(Part 4)
Selected

- INTRO. - Theologian J. I. Packer writes, “In her ‘fanaticism papers’ Hannah
Whitall Smith tells of a woman who each morning, having consecrated the day to
the Lord as soon as she awoke, ‘would then ask Him whether she was to get up or
not,’ and would not stir till ‘the voice’ told her to dress. As she put on each article
she asked the Lord whether she was to put it on, and very often the Lord would
tell her to put on the right shoe and leave off the other; sometimes she was to put
on both stockings and no shoes; and sometimes both shoes and no stockings; it
was the same with all the articles of dress.” Is this how we are to discern the will
of the Lord?

- Does God have a detailed plan for our lives that even covers what shoes and socks
we put on or if we even get out of bed? OK, we would probably all agree that is
an extreme example. But to what degree are we to believe that there is a perfect
blueprint for our lives that we are to somehow get from God?

- We’re in a series on the subject of decision making and God’s will. The last few
weeks we have been spending time examining how the concept of the will of God
is used in the Bible. So far we have seen that sometimes it refers to:

IX. THE SOVEREIGN WILL OF GOD

- Other times it refers to:
X. THE MORAL WILL OF GOD
- A possible sub-category under the sovereign will of God is:
XI. GOD’S WILL OF DISPOSITION
- And I’m not going to go back over these today. If you missed some of this, get

the tape. But we began dealing last week with a fourth category that some say is
legitimate, and that is:

XII. THE INDIVIDUAL WILL OF GOD
- The first two are not all that controversial, and the third one most people would

not have a problem with, but this fourth one is where the disagreement comes.
- Dave Swavely writes, “People talk about ‘discerning God’s will,’ ‘finding God’s

will,’ ‘discovering God’s will,’ and ‘knowing the will of the Lord.’ And usually
when they use this kind of terminology, they are not thinking of the sovereign will
of God or the moral will of God, but a third concept different from both of them.
It has sometimes been called ‘the individual will of God,’ ‘the perfect will of
God,’ or ‘the center of God’s will.’ But the idea is always the same: a unique and
specific plan that God has for every life, which he is trying to communicate to us
for our guidance.”

- The question is: “Does God have an individual will for each and every one of us,
and if so, how detailed is it and how do we find it? Is there a blueprint for each
individual Christian? Is that what the Bible teaches? And if there is a blueprint
(or a “dot,” a center of God’s will like the bulls eye on a target) then how do we
know what that blueprint is?” And what happens if we miss the bulls eye?
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- I think it is significant that nowhere in Scripture do we read of a NT believer
asking, “What is God’s individual will for me?” You don’t read anywhere in the
NT about “finding God’s will,” “a specific will,” “the center of God’s will,” or
anything like that.

- Now, I explained my position on this last week, and we began looking at the
various arguments by those who advocate this view.

- Friesen writes, “The proof for the existence of God’s individual will comes from
four sources: reason, experience, biblical example, and biblical teaching.”

- And we began going through those arguments one by one. We looked at the first
two, reason and experience, and I won’t go back and re-hash that today. But I
want to move on now to the third argument for this perspective, and that is
biblical example.

- What about the biblical examples we have of people being led by God in some
special way? Dallas Willard is representative of this, as he writes, “…it is worth
reminding ourselves to read the biblical accounts as if what is described is
happening to us. We must make the conscious effort to think that such things
might happen to us and to imagine what it would be like if they were to happen.”

- In other words, he says, “the biblical accounts should be regarded as normative.”
Later, he says, “We must be open to the possibility of God’s addressing us in
whatever way he chooses, or else we may walk right past a burning bush instead
of saying, as Moses did, ‘I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see
why the bush is not burned up’ (Ex. 3:3).”

- Henry Blackaby places heavy emphasis on the experiences of men such as
Abraham, Moses, Elijah, the prophets, the kings, the judges, the apostles and
Jesus. According to Blackaby, since God spoke directly to these men, he will also
speak to you directly.

- He writes, “If anything is clear from a reading of the Bible, this fact is clear: God
speaks to His people. He spoke to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in
Genesis. He spoke to Abraham and the other patriarchs. God spoke to the judges,
kings, and prophets. God was in Christ Jesus speaking to the disciples. God spoke
to the early church, and God spoke to John on the Isle of Patmos in Revelation.
God does speak to His people and you can anticipate that He will be speaking to
you also.”

- But if you look carefully at those examples in Scripture, each of them was a
unique experience by someone who was a special part of God’s redemptive plan.
They were all prophets or apostles or patriarchs.

- And in the case of prophets, apostles and patriarchs, God gave them direct
revelation. Certainly Jesus received direct revelation. But none of us today is the
recipient of direct revelation from God. None of these examples in Scripture, I
don’t believe, are intended to be normative for rank and file Christians today (in
the sense that we should be able to duplicate their supernatural experiences). Can
we learn from them? Yes. But should we expect that everything they
experienced we will also experience? No.

- For example, just because the Apostle Paul heard a voice calling him to go over
into Macedonia doesn’t mean that I should be listening to a similar voice. God
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spoke through a donkey in Numbers 22, but that doesn’t mean that I am going to
go out to a barnyard to try to get direction from God that way today.

- The Bible is absolutely full of unique, one-time experiences that are never
intended by God to be repeated. And almost all of those experiences were given
to individuals that were a unique and special part of God’s plan for Israel or for
the church.

- Now, I want us to spend all of our time on this today because I believe that this
could very well be the most important issue in this whole debate. You see, if we
take these unique experiences to be normative for Christians today, then we all
are missing out on a whole lot.

- If God intended for these kinds of things to be experienced by contemporary
Christians, then we should be seeing burning bushes and walking on water, etc. If
this is the normal Christian life, then all of us are falling far short of what God
wants for us.

- I have a whole long section on this in my doctoral dissertation, which I will make
available to you later on, but I want to share part of it with you this morning.

- Bruce Waltke writes: “Any time you take the Bible out of context you destroy the
intent of God’s Word. That’s why you cannot take instances of special revelation
and make them normative for the Christian experience. Paul saw a great light, fell
to the ground, and was blinded when he met Jesus Christ. It was an amazing
encounter, but if we try to make this experience the norm for all new Christian
experience, we leave most believers out of the kingdom of God.”

- We should not expect to see a burning bush today (as Moses did) or to hear a
donkey talk to us. These were special circumstances God used in the lives of
unique individuals, and they are not being repeated today.

- Even Henry Blackaby recognizes this. He quotes Oswald Chambers, who said,
“There was never a second Moses. God does not repeat his servants.” Yet, at the
same time, he continues to build a theology on the idea that everything given in
Scripture is to be taken as normative for today.

- He writes, “The Bible is a reliable record of how God has related to people in the
past. It is also our guide for how God will speak to us today.”

- Dallas Willard writes: “Today I continue to believe that people are meant to live
in an ongoing conversation with God, speaking and being spoken to…God’s visits
to Adam and Eve in the Garden, Enoch’s walks with God and face-to-face
conversations between Moses and Jehovah are all commonly regarded as highly
exceptional moments in the religious history of humankind. Aside from their
obviously unique historical role, however, they are not meant to be exceptional at
all. Rather they are examples of the normal human life God intended for us…”

- But not everything in Scripture should be taken as normative for today. Gary
Meadors explains: “We need to come to grips with when the Bible is telling us
what to do and when it is merely telling a story about what someone else did.
Discerning when and how the Bible applies to us is to determine its ‘normative’
nature. That is, the Bible both prescribes and describes, and you must decide
which it is doing in any given situation.”



148

- In other words, we need to ask ourselves the question: “Is every example in the
Bible for me?” Is it something I should try to emulate? As Meadors points out,
“Not all promises or commands are universal.”

- I must understand the proper context in which the information is given and I must
discern whether it is something that is universally applied. In fact, “the task of
biblical interpretation is to determine what is or is not a normative teaching.”

- As Gregory Koukl points out, “It is perilous to construct doctrine from historical
material alone.” He adds that “it is more sound to first develop one’s theology
from the less ambiguous material in the Epistles. Then one can look for
applications of those principles in the historical texts like Acts, the Gospels, or
the Old Testament.”

- You say, “What about the Book of Acts? How should it be understood? Is
everything in Acts to be seen as normative for Christians today?” The key to
properly interpreting the Book of Acts is understanding that it is transitional in
nature. It shows the transition from the old to the new covenant. It shows the
transition from an exclusively Jewish church to one comprised of both Jew and
Gentile.

- As Bruce Waltke explains, “When God changed from administering His people
from under the Old Covenant to under the New, He intervened, in a supernatural
way.” He did this in ways such as Peter’s vision in Acts 10.

- Waltke says, “Without this sort of dramatic, supernatural act the church might
never have come to this conclusion on its own (that Gentiles are to be included in
the church). God was making a significant alteration in the lives of His people, so
He used divine intervention to teach them the new way of things.”

- Once more he writes, “…the early church had to know that as Christians we are
under a New Covenant, and God rules our world with a different administration
from that of the Old Testament. When the Lord changed the administration of His
people, there had to be direct revelation to the apostles. This sort of divine
intervention is not applicable to us today because we live under the New
Testament, the Canon of Scripture is complete, and God has made His Word
clear.”

- Now, we have to be careful here. We must not throw the baby out with the bath
water. Dr. Pettegrew observes: “Of course, many things taught in the book of
Acts are normative for Christians today. Those truths taught in the Epistles—such
as baptism, the Lord’s supper, evangelism, walking in the Spirit, and many other
doctrines and practices—are historically illustrated in the Acts for our benefit.
But not everything found there can be normative.”

- Pettegrew says that the events recorded in the book of Acts “were unique,
historical situations occurring as the new covenant program went into effect. The
student of the book of Acts must interpret it in its general, historical context. This
is clearly the best kind of hermeneutics (or method of interpretation).”

- He adds, “Because God was introducing a new dispensation, He did things in the
early life of the church that were not necessary for the later stages of the apostolic
era or permanent church life.”

- Just as it is with Old Testament narrative, the descriptions of this transitional
period are not to be taken as normative for Christians today.
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- What about Jesus? Blackaby writes, “When I want to learn how to know and do
the will of God, I always look to Jesus. I can find no better model than Him.”
And then he refers to John 5:17, 19-20. Turn with me in your Bible to John 5.

- Here is how Blackaby has it in Experiencing God: “My Father has been working
until now, and I have been working…Most assuredly, I say to you, the Son can do
nothing of Himself; but what He sees the Father do; for whatever He does, the
Son also does in like manner. For the Father loves the Son, and shows Him all
things that He himself does.”

- Now, this is a key verse in Blackaby’s theology and methodology. But the
principle question is this: Should we see Jesus as our model in every way? The
correct answer is “no” because Jesus was the unique Son of God, the perfect man,
perfectly obedient to His heavenly Father. We imitate His human perfections
(though we are not perfect as He was), but we cannot imitate His prerogatives of
divinity or His messianic office.

- Now, what about this passage in John 5 and how Blackaby interprets and applies
it? Let’s look at it a little more closely. After quoting this passage, Blackaby
writes, “This model is for your life personally and for your church.”

- It leads him to one of his most prominent conclusions, that we are to “watch and
see where God is working and join Him!” This is the foundational element of
Blackaby’s system. In his book, Hearing God’s Voice, after citing this passage
again, he writes, “Jesus did not set the agenda for his life. Rather, he continually
watched to see what his Father was doing.”

- Now, few would question the submission of the Son, in His incarnate state, to the
will of the Father. But to make the jump that this should also be normative for us
and should be the primary element of determining God’s will for our lives is
unacceptable.

- Most of John 5 is about the unique relationship between God the Father and God
the Son. The entire argument that Jesus gives to the Jews as to why He had
authority to heal on the Sabbath had to do with His unique relationship with His
heavenly Father. But this should not be seen in any way as normative for all
Christians.

- This is an example of taking passages out of context and therefore missing the
original intent of the author. John’s purpose in this passage is clearly to show the
uniqueness of Christ in His special relationship with the Father. This is
something that no one else can claim and this is the reason why He had authority
to heal on the Sabbath.

- Blackaby conveniently omits verse 18, which explains that the Jews understood
this unique claim very well. This is why they were seeking to put Him to death;
because He was making Himself equal with God.

- Koukl rightly observes the significance of the ga.r clauses in verses 20-22. He
writes: “These verses are a complete unit. If the Father showing Jesus ‘all things
that He Himself is doing’ is an example for us to model, then we are also to give
life to whom we wish, judge the world on the Father’s behalf, and demand that all
people honor us as they honor the Father. Obviously, that is not Jesus’ teaching
here. In context, these verses have to do with the divinity of Christ. He is unique
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as the incarnate Son of God and therefore has unique obligations, unique abilities,
and a unique relationship with the Father.”

- Leon Morris writes that the essence of “his defense rests on his intimate
relationship with the Father.” But this intimate relationship with the Father was
unique to the Son. We don’t share in that unique relationship.

- His argument in verse 17 has to do with that unique relationship with the Father
and why He is not, therefore, breaking the Sabbath. The argument assumes what
the Jews already confirmed, that even though the Bible says that God rested on
the Sabbath, He did not cease His working or the entire universe would come
apart. So just as the Father continually works and does not cease, even on the
Sabbath, so the Son, because of His unique relationship with the Father,
continually works as well, even on the Sabbath.

- Morris puts it this way: “Jesus points to the unceasing activity of the Father.
Without him this whole created universe would cease. Unless he works
continually no one could survive. And because of his close relationship with the
Father Jesus works in the same way. The Sabbath cannot interfere with the work
of such a one.”

- William Hendriksen writes: “The passage…may be paraphrased as follows: ‘Do
you Jews accuse me of transgressing the Father’s Sabbath-ordinance and of
blaspheming his name by claiming equality with him? The charge is absurd, for in
that case the will of the Son would be separate…from the will of the Father and
would even oppose the latter. But as a matter of fact, the Son can do nothing
whatever… of himself, but only what he sees the Father doing…’”

- D. A. Carson adds, “For this self-defense to be valid, the same factors that apply
to God must apply to Jesus: either he is above the law given to mere mortals, or, if
he operates within the law, it is because the entire universe is his.”

- Here “Jesus insists that whatever factors justify God’s continuous work from
creation on also justify his.” This is the argument of this passage, and Blackaby
totally misses it.

- Now, Blackaby also does something similar with John 5:30, which is a summary
verse for this entire section. Concerning this verse Blackaby writes, “The sinless
Son of God, the only Person who perfectly fulfilled the Father’s will, did not
make decisions independent of the heavenly Father’s personal direction. It seems
absurd to think that anyone else should.”

- But again, he fails to consider the context. This is referring to the unique role of
the Son in judgment, which the Father has committed to Him (vv. 22, 27).

- Leon Morris explains, “Once again Jesus stresses his dependence on the Father.
As in verse 19, he confesses his inability to do anything completely of his own
volition.”

- He adds, “There he spoke of ‘seeing’ the Father, here of hearing him. There is no
essential difference between these. In both places the language is metaphorical
and points us to the Son’s complete dependence on the Father. In the present
context the activity being discussed is judging. So Jesus says that his judgment is
‘just’…His perfect obedience means that his judgment is divine.”

- Again, this points to the uniqueness of the Son and the uniqueness of his
relationship to the Father. This is not something that can be considered normative
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to Christians today. This has to do with Jesus’ role in his incarnation and has
nothing to do with contemporary decision making.

- Hendriksen writes, “The Son as Mediator has received definite information (as to
standards of judgment) from the Father. Moreover, inasmuch as his Mediatorial
sonship rests upon his eternal sonship, it is clear that he himself desires to do the
wholly righteous will of the Father, with whom he is united in essence: as I hear I
judge, and my judgment is just, because I do not seek my own will, but the
will of him who sent me.”

- Christians today are not “united in essence” with the Father, as Jesus was. We do
not judge the world with righteous judgment. That is the unique role of the Son.
This cannot be normative for us.

- And as Dave Swavely points out, “…there is a big difference between those
ancient believers and us, and that difference is the Bible. They did not have the
full written revelation of God as we do.”

- Specific to the issue of God’s will, this is perhaps the greatest hermeneutical
blunder of those who hold to the continuing revelation view. Much of the biblical
support for God speaking to people today is tied to narrative material that is
unique and should not be taken as normative.

- Jim Elliff writes, “Nowhere…does the Bible teach that direct guidance by means
of impressions must be the experience of the believer. Those who argue that such
experiences are to be the regular fare for the Christian, virtually always make their
case on the basis of the narrative or story sections of the Bible and not on those
that are didactic or teaching sections.”

- James Petty adds, “To be sure, Scripture describes many occasions when God
spoke and led in all kinds of different ways. He spoke in visions, burning bushes,
pillars of fire, donkey’s mouths, and still small voices, as well as through the
Urim and Thummim, angels, and foreign conquerors…but we can’t assume that
they are a pattern for us unless Scripture holds them out to us as such. Paul, for
instance, struck the false prophet Bar-Jesus blind when he resisted Paul’s
preaching (Acts 13:9-10), but that is not a mandate for us to seek to blind those
opposing the gospel.”

- Or, as Gil Rugh points out, “The apostles raised people from the dead, but few
would argue that this practice should be normative for all Christians.” He adds,
“Paul had a vision of Paradise (2 Corinthians 12:2-4), but nowhere are we told
that his experience should be true for all Christians.”

- Just because there are numerous examples in Scripture of the ways God used in
the past to guide His people, does not mean that He will continue to use the same
methods today. In fact, Heb. 1:1-2 makes it clear He will not.

- Phillip Jensen observes that “To set out how God can guide us (or how he has
guided people in the past) does not tell us how God does guide today or how he
will guide.”

- Then comes the clincher. Jensen adds, “I have never been to Egypt. I don’t have
a staff, let alone one that turns into a snake…Even if I met a man with a snake-
stick and a hand with optional leprosy, I would not expect him to lead me out of
slavery in Egypt. God did guide his people in that way. And I have no doubt that
God could guide his people again in that fashion if he should so choose. Yet I
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cannot draw the conclusion that God will guide me in the same way today, simply
because he chose to do so with Moses at that particular time…I should not see
snake-and-leprosy style guidance as the norm, and regard my Christian life as
inadequate because this is not my experience.”

- Jensen uses satire, but he makes the point. We cannot take something that
happened to a unique agent of God in the Old Testament (or even in the Gospels
or the book of Acts) and assume that this should be normative for all Christians.

- It was not even normative for most of the people of that day. Out of more than a
million in Israel, it was only Moses that God spoke to face to face (Exodus 33:11;
Deut. 34:10).

- Gil Rugh makes this point forcefully. He writes, “God…did not speak to the
other people of Israel in the way He spoke to Moses. When God spoke to Moses
on Mt. Sinai He did not say, ‘Send up the other two million Israelites one by one
so I can speak to them like I spoke with you.’ …Moses’ experiences with God
were very unique. They were not even normative for those living in the time of
Moses. It is not correct to use Abraham and Moses as examples of how God
speaks to His people. The fact that God spoke to the kings, prophets, and judges
of Israel as well cannot be used as evidence that believers can expect this kind of
revelation. God simply did not speak to most Israelites in Old Testament times in
that way. In fact, the percentage of people God spoke directly to in Bible times
would be so small that it would barely be a fraction above zero.”

- And we need to understand that when God spoke in the Old Testament, and even
in the transitional period of the Gospels and Acts, He was clearly giving special
revelation before the completion of the full canon of Scripture.

- Garry Friesen gives us this helpful explanation: “Historical examples, such as
Paul’s ‘Macedonian Call’ and Peter’s vision of the ‘unclean’ animals, cite
instances of supernatural revelation. Direct guidance was provided, but the means
always entailed divine intervention (revelatory vision, angelic messenger, physical
miracle, audible voice, or prophetic declaration)…On the other hand, while the
general statements recorded in the epistles speak of being led by the Holy Spirit,
they say nothing about God revealing His will to the heart of the believer on each
decision… The incidents of divine revelation are recognized as being supernatural
provisions in exceptional circumstances. And the general promises of guidance
into God’s moral will are accepted and appreciated for what they are—provisions
of guidance mediated through God’s revealed Word.”

- Listen, any time God gave revelation of His truth in the Old Testament or in the
apostolic age, it was always through some sort of supernatural means and those
who received it knew clearly what God was revealing to them (except for the Old
Testament prophets who were not always able to fully understand the futuristic
prophecy they were given – cf. Dan. 8:27).

- But after the canon of Scripture was complete, that kind of special revelation
ceased. Therefore, the normal means of guidance for modern Christians is the
Bible.

- Now, next week we are going to look at all the Scripture passages upon which this
perspective is based and see if this is really what the Bible teaches.

- PRAYER
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Sermon 7

“God’s Will: Different Uses”
(Part 5)
Selected

- INTRO. - ILL. - A construction crew was putting a drain line in a building, but
a power cable was in the path of their work. They called for an electrician to
come in and deal with the cable. He told them that the cable was dead and that
they could go ahead and cut it.

The foreman on the job asked, “Are you sure the power is off?” He said, “I’m
sure!” The foreman said, “OK, then you cut it.” The electrician said, “I’m not
that sure.”

- APPL. - Christians today have all kinds of ways to find the center of God’s will,
but when it comes right down to it, most of them are not that sure that they have
found it. “What if I miss God’s bulls eye? Will my life be ruined? Will I have to
settle for much less than God’s best for my life?”

- There are husbands and wives out there who are frustrated because they believe
that they have not married the right person God wanted them to marry. There are
students who are frustrated because they believe that they attended the wrong
school. There are those who are dissatisfied with their jobs because they believe
that they missed God’s “dot” as far as their careers go.

- Some Christians are thinking, “what could have been” if I had married the “right
one,” or “if I had not taken this horrible job that I’m stuck in.”

- Most Christians want direct guidance from God and they want it now, but they
also want it in such a way that there can be absolutely no doubt about it. They
want it utterly clear-cut and decisive, and yet few Christians are ever very sure
about what it is they think is God’s will for their lives. Why is that?

- This is the problem with the traditional view of knowing God’s will. Even
Charles Stanley, who holds to the traditional view, admits that (quote) “many of
us have gotten on our knees before God and He (supposedly) spoke to us, but He
didn’t say what we wanted to hear…(he says) when we come to Him with a
mental spiritual sifter, picking out only what we want to hear, we will not hear
accurately.”

- Now listen, this is one of the main reasons why a subjective approach is so
dangerous. How do we know that what we “hear” is not what we ourselves want
to hear? How do we know that it is what the Lord is “saying” as opposed to what
we ourselves want?

- If we employ a subjective, mystical method, we can never really know for sure.
The only thing we can know for sure is what God has revealed to us in His “more
sure word of prophecy,” the Bible.

- Listen, even Paul, who (as an Apostle) was the recipient of special, direct
revelation from God, was not always absolutely certain about what to do.

- Look with me for a moment at 2 Cor. 4:8. Notice what it says here, “we are
afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not despairing…” The
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word for “perplexed” there means “in doubt or puzzled.” It can even mean “at
wit’s end.” Paul included himself in having that experience.

- Listen, if even the Apostle Paul said that he experienced perplexity at times, why
would any Christian today not expect to face issues about which we are not sure
what God would have us do, and why would we think that we will always know
what God intends.

- But the way of wisdom takes a much different approach from the subjective,
mystical view of trying to find God’s “dot” for our lives. The wisdom view does
not produce the kind of uncertainty that the traditional view creates when you
can’t find the “dot.”

- In such cases where there is more than one equally good option, the traditional
view is stymied because of the belief that there can only be one choice that is the
perfect will of God. But the person who holds the wisdom view can rejoice that
there is more than one good opportunity.

- Now, if you are visiting this morning or you have not been here for the other
messages in this series on God’s will, I want to encourage you to get the tapes of
the previous weeks because this series really does build one layer upon another.

- The last few weeks we have been spending time examining how the concept of
the will of God is used in the Bible. So far we have seen that sometimes it refers
to:

XIII. THE SOVEREIGN WILL OF GOD

- Other times it refers to:
XIV. THE MORAL WILL OF GOD
- It may refer to:
XV. GOD’S WILL OF DISPOSITION
- But then some claim that it also refers (at times) to:
XVI. THE INDIVIDUAL WILL OF GOD
- We are continuing what we started last week in answering the question “Is the

‘dot’ legit?” Does God have an individual will for my life in the sense of a
blueprint that I must find? Is my job as a Christian in relation to God’s will to
find the “bulls eye” of the “center of God’s will?” Is that what the Bible teaches?

- And let me repeat something I said two weeks ago because I don’t want to be
misunderstood. If you ask me whether or not I believe in an individual will of
God, my answer is that it depends on how it is defined.

- If you mean by that, God has a blueprint for each of us and how He wants our
lives to go, and our job is to try to find that “dot,” that center of the bulls eye of
God’s will, and if we miss it we will have to settle for less than God’s best, then
“no” I don’t believe that is what the Scriptures teach.

- If, however, you mean by that, God cares deeply for each of us individually as His
children and He has revealed to us in His Word all the truth we need to make
wise, godly decisions, and at the same time God is at work in each of our lives
through His providence, carrying out His plans in and through us, then “yes,” I
believe that.

- I believe that the individual aspect of God’s will for our lives is part of His
sovereign will, and you cannot know God’s sovereign will in advance.
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- Now, we’ve spent a lot of time on this, so if you have not been here and that
statement is puzzling to you, then get the tapes and go back and listen to what I
have said so far. We don’t have the time this morning to go back through all that.

- But as we have seen, the traditional view is based on four main arguments:
reason, experience, biblical example, and biblical teaching. We’ve dealt with the
first three in the last two weeks, but now today we want to move to that last one.

- And remember, we are using the term “traditional view” to refer to that view
which is most widely held in the church today; not in terms of what was taught in
the church for the majority of church history.

- But today we are going to examine some of the passages of Scripture that
advocates of the traditional view hold up as evidence for this being a biblical
perspective.

- And really, this is the most important issue, isn’t it. What does the Bible say
about the will of God? Is the traditional view taught in Scripture.

- Interestingly, one of those passages is one we have already looked at, and that is
Col. 1:9-10. Let’s go back to that passage. It says, “For this reason also, since
the day we heard of it, we have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may
be filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and
understanding…”

- As Paul was praying for these believers in Colossae, was he praying that they
would know God’s sovereign will, His moral will or His individual will? Many
today believe that he was referring to an individual will. But was he?

- Now, we can rule out His sovereign will because it is hidden and cannot be
known ahead of time. That leaves His moral will or his individual will. Which is
it?

- Well, if you go on reading, the context makes it clear. Verse 10 says, “so that you
will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing
fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God; 11strengthened
with all power, according to His glorious might, for the attaining of all
steadfastness and patience; joyously 12giving thanks to the Father, who has
qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in Light.”

- It is made obvious that Paul was referring to the moral will of God because he is
praying that they “might walk in a manner worthy of the Lord” and that they
might “please Him in all respects.” Paul used that very same terminology in Eph.
4:1 where the worthy walk is equated with obedience to the commands of God’s
Word that immediately follow.

- Paul uses the same terminology in 1 Thess. 2:12 and in 4:1-3, where the phrase
“walk and please God” are equated with His “commandments” (4:2) and “the will
of God” (4:3)

- In fact, turn with me to 1 Thess. 4 and you can see it for yourself. Look at 1
Thess. 4:1, “Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you in the Lord Jesus,
that as you received from us instruction as to how you ought to walk and please
God (there is the similar terminology) (just as you actually do walk), that you
excel still more. 2For you know what commandments (there is the equating of
walking and pleasing God with commandments) we gave you by the authority of
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the Lord Jesus. 3For this is the will of God, (he’s still referring to the same thing)
your sanctification; that is, that you abstain from sexual immorality…”

- “Walk and please God,” “commandments,” and “will of God” here are all tied
together. They are referring to the same thing.

- So we should conclude that as Paul uses the same terminology in a similar vein in
Col. 1:9, he is probably referring to the same thing there as well. He is referring
to the moral (or revealed) will of God.

- As one author put it, “Paul’s concept of a Christian ‘walk’ that is ‘worthy of the
Lord’ and ‘pleasing to the Lord’ is consistently connected with God’s moral
will.”

- In fact, if you read Col. 1:9 in its context, you could rightfully paraphrase it this
way: “I pray that you might study God’s Word so that your mind will be filled
with knowledge of His revealed (or moral) will as the basis for all spiritual
wisdom and understanding.” (pause)

- Let’s look at some other passages that are given to defend this understanding of
the will of God. The premise of Henry Blackaby’s, that God always reveals to
His people what He is about to do, is based on Amos 3:7.

- Turn with me to Amos 3:7. Here’s what it says, “Surely the Lord GOD does
nothing unless He reveals His secret counsel to His servants the prophets.”
Remember, Duet. 29:29 says that the secret things belong to the Lord. Here it
says that He reveals some of that “secret counsel” to His prophets.

- But listen, this passage in Amos is dealing with God’s speaking uniquely through
His prophets regarding his judgment; it has nothing at all to do with His
providential guidance in the lives of believers.

- How many of you here today are OT prophets? (Let me see your hands) Well, if
none of us are OT prophets, then this verse doesn’t apply to us, does it? It is a
wrong interpretation of this verse to make it say that God is going to reveal to
each individual Christian everything He is going to do before He does it.

- God clearly does not always reveal what He is doing, or even what He is about to
do. His providential plan remains a mystery until He does it. And very rarely in
Scripture do we see times where God reveals it in advance.

- Now, there are some today who believe that God is still revealing His truth to us
in the same way He revealed it to His prophets in the OT, but there is no biblical
justification for that position. Let’s move on.

- Perhaps one of the most often quoted passages in defense of the traditional view is
Prov. 3:5-6. Turn with me to Prov. 3. Here’s what it says, “Trust in the LORD
with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways
acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.”

- Now, this is probably the most often quoted passage in defense of the traditional
view. People always say, “But what about Prov. 3:5-6?” And usually they will
quote it in the KJV, which says, “and He will direct your paths.”

- That, of course, gives the vivid picture of someone personally guiding someone
else along an individual path. But we need to examine this verse carefully and
understand what the original writer meant when he wrote this.
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- I believe, from my study of this text, that the correct translation of the last part of
verse 6 is “…and He will make your paths straight (or smooth or successful).”
Most Hebrew lexicons and commentaries agree with that translation.

- We should also compare this proverb with Prov. 11:5, which says, “The
righteousness of the blameless will smooth his way, but the wicked will fall by his
own wickedness.”

- As one author writes, “This verse contrasts the righteous man who experiences
true success in life with the wicked man who brings trouble upon himself by his
own devious behavior (which is a common theme in Proverbs).”

- Prov. 3:5-6 really points to the moral will of God, not an individual will of God.
The point of it is that those who trust in God, and understand His wisdom as
revealed in His Word, in contrast to their own worldly understanding, and those
who acknowledge God in each and every part of their lives, will reap a life that is
successful by God’s standards.

- And this fits with the over-all context of Proverbs 3:1-10. Friesen writes, “Prov.
3:1-10 is a series of two-verse couplets. Each couplet describes the internal or
external blessings which come to the person who acknowledges God.”

- The couplets come out something like this: Keep my commandments and have
long days and peace (vs. 1-2), keep kindness and truth and find favor and good
repute (vs. 3-4), trust in the Lord and He will make the course of your life
successful (vs. 5-6), fear the Lord and it will bring healing to your body (vs. 7-8),
and honor the Lord with your wealth and your barns will be filled with plenty (vs.
9-10).

- The way that someone acknowledges God in all his ways is to obey Him in all His
commands rather than trusting in his own worldly philosophy. But this has
nothing at all to do with an individual will of God.

- Prov. 3:5-6 is not dealing with specific guidance down an individual path marked
out by God, but a pattern of trust and obedience by following God’s will as He
has revealed it to us in His Word.

- And when we follow that pattern of obedience to God’s Word, we will have
“success” according to God’s standard rather than the world’s standard. God’s
promise here is that if we trust in Him and obey Him instead of following our own
understanding, that He will make our paths smooth.

- And, by the way, just so you won’t misunderstand, when I talk about having
“success,” or your path being “smooth,” I don’t mean that you will be without any
adversity.

- Being in God’s will does not necessarily mean “pain-free living.” J. I. Packer
says, “Trouble should always be treated as a call to consider one’s ways, but
trouble is not necessarily a sign of being off track at all: for as the Bible
declares…‘many are the afflictions of the righteous’ (Ps. 34:19)…”

- Prov. 3:5-6 is not a promise that you will have a trouble-free life. Rather it is a
promise that if you obey Him you will be a success in His eyes.

- Here’s another one. Turn to Psalm 32:8. Now, I want to read this in the KJV
because this is the version that is most often quoted. Here’s how it reads in the
KJV, “I will instruct thee and teach thee in the way which thou shalt go: I will
guide thee with mine eye.”


