KNOWING
j GOD'S WILL










CONTENTS

God’s Will: An Introduction...................cooooiiii.. 7
What Does “God’s Will” Mean? ........................... 9

What Are Some Wrong Assumptions
about God’s Will?.......................... 17

The Four P’s of God’s Will: Predetermined,

Preferred, Permissive, and Personal ................. 29
How Does God Reveal His Will? ........................ 49
How Can We Discern God’s Will?........................ 65
God’s Will: Making the Whole Trip...................... 75

10 Questions to Ask Yourself When
God’'s Will Isn'tClear.................ocoooiiiiiiin . 79

20 Questions for Further Reflection
and Discussion ... 85



“For I have come down from
heaven not to do my will
but to do the will of him

who sent me.”

JESUS OF NAZARETH
John 6:38



his little book on knowing God’s will is part of the

Made Easy book series. If you've ever faced a life-
changing decision, or ever looked up and asked that
painful question, Why Lord?, then you know that God’s
will isn’t always “easy.” While understanding God'’s
will might not be easy;, it’s certainly not impossible. God
hasn’t left us on our own to get lost. He has provided us
with resources and guidance to show us a way out the
fog, so that we can have a clear (or at least clearer) view
of his will for our lives.
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Few subjects generate more questions than “God’s will.”

= What do people mean when they say “the will of
God”?

= Does the Bible suggest that God has a unique plan
for our lives? If so, how detailed is that plan, and
how can someone go about discovering it?

= Does God’s sovereignty trump human freedom?
(And, by the way, what does sovereignty even
mean?)




= What happens when our plans and God’s plans are
not in sync?

= Is it possible for someone to completely miss God’s
will for their life?

We'll tackle questions like these (and others) in the
following pages.

For readers who want to ponder the mystery of God’s
will further, or for those who want to go through this

book with others, we’ve included some reflection and
group discussion questions at the end.




Dorothy Gale wanted to go home to Kansas.
Rocky Balboa wanted to “go the distance.”

Frodo the Hobbit wanted to destroy his magical ring
before it destroyed him and those he loved.

We could keep going, but you get the point: Every
memorable story features a character who wants
something—and is willing to go to extraordinary
lengths to get it.

This universal, unwritten rule also applies to the
Bible. Though many regard God’s Word as a religious
rulebook or a quaint collection of ancient wisdom, it’s
actually a story. It’s the real-life story of

what happened when God,
in sheer goodness and
love, designed a perfect
world with humans at

the center.

Why would the Almighty
do such a thing? Because—
as the main character

in the biggest and best
story of all—he wanted




something: creatures who would reflect his glory, live in
his perfect love, and revel in his exquisite blessings.

If you're at all familiar with the Bible, you know that
right at the start everything takes a disastrous turn.
The human creatures defy their Creator. By their
inexplicable rebellion, they plunge themselves and the
world into ruin. Thankfully, the story isn’t over. In fact,
far from it. On the heels of this shocking plot twist, we
get to glimpse the Almighty’s overwhelming desire to
rescue and recover all that he’s lost. The rest of the Old
and New Testaments demonstrate the stunning lengths
to which God is willing to go to get what he wants.

This, in essence, is the story of the Bible, the story of the
universe, the story of us. From Genesis to Revelation,
we read about what God has done (and is doing still)

to win back the hearts of rebels, to eradicate evil, and to
make all things new.

Turns out that we can’t really know the will of God
apart from the story of God.



T s e T

he Greek noun thelema, often translated as will in

the Bible, is related to a verb that means, “to want,
desire, or like.” When the Bible speaks about God’s will,
it’s referring to the things the Almighty wants to see
happen, the things he desires to do for his people, and
the acts he’d like for his people to engage in (or not).
Those are the outcomes that fill him—and us—with
deep joy.

“God’s will” or “the will of God” refer to the plans and
purposes of God that spring from his perfect desires.
Much of his will has already been revealed the Bible.
Some of God’s will remains a mystery for at least two
reasons: because Scripture doesn’t tell us everything
and because history is still unfolding.

When Christians say to one another, “Pray that I'll
know God’s will,” typically they're referring to a
specific life situation in which they have more than one
option. For example, they're . . .

Pondering school choices.

Should I go to that out-of-state college or stick with my
local school? Would it be wise, or nuts, for me to go back
to school at my age?



Weighing employment possibilities.

Should I take the job offer in Amarillo . . . or start
looking in Topeka . . . or just keep the job I have?

Mulling over a big purchase.

Should I put an offer on the older but larger house or the
newer one?

Wondering about a romantic relationship.

Is this “the one” or does God want me to keep looking?

As we will see, God’s will certainly involves locations
and vocations, money and matrimony, but it’s much
more expansive than that.




WHAT DOES “GOD’S WILL” MEAN?

VIEWS ON GOD’S WILL

When it comes to thinking about God and what his
will for us means, people tend to fall at many different
points along a spectrum, depending on how they view
God. (The following is somewhat exaggerated to make
that point.)

The Micromanager

On one end of the spectrum,
God is viewed as the great
Micromanager of the

universe. He is the ultimate,
infinite, controlling “Helicopter
Parent,” meaning he has got his
hands in every detail. The “will of

God” is a kind of divine blueprint,

a highly detailed itinerary for the most satisfying life
possible. From this perspective, it’s easy to imagine God
discussing with Gabriel, Michael, and the other angels
his detailed, ideal plan for each person’s life:

“And so I'm going to arrange for little Joey, at age
nine, to come down with a serious case of poison
oak. This isn’t to punish him; it’s to get him to see
that my plan for him is to become a dermatologist.
This means, of course, I want him making straight
A’s in high school so that he can get into Yale for
his undergrad studies and then go to Harvard for
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med school. Later, while he’s doing his fellowship
in New York City, my will is for him to meet
Lindsay, his perfect soul mate (talk about a match
made in heaven!). And after that...”

Maybe you tend to view God like this. You sincerely try
to follow God’s guidance moment by moment, so that
you can—hopefully—stay right in the center of his will.
You pray about every decision and look for confirmation
in all choices. You think that this is the only way to be in
exactly the right place at precisely the right time—to
meet “Mr./Ms. Right,” to land the perfect job, and so
forth. This understanding of the will of God pictures life
rather like a complex maze with only one ideal solution.
Take a wrong turn and you'll miss out on untold
blessings. Navigate with perfect obedience, and you’ll
win the jackpot of joy!




WHAT DOES “GOD’S WILL” MEAN?

But what if, in a moment of uncertainty or a season

of bullheadedness, a person takes a wrong turn?
Suppose, for example, at the age of nine, when little
Joey comes down with that divinely ordained case

of poison oak, he starts playing video games to take
his mind off his incessant itching. And what if while
doing that he thinks, I want to design video games when I
grow up! And suppose he never even considers an Ivy
League education and heads west to a job in California
where he never even meets Lindsay from NYC? Does
that mean that from the age of nine onward, Joe has
completely missed God’s will?

For many believers this view of God’s will has a
paralyzing effect. It can leave us walking around with a
nervous, sick feeling that we could be just one careless
decision away from ruining our life. String together
enough bad choices and before we even reach the age
of 30, we could very easily be on God'’s 4,157" best plan!
Talk about a depressing prospect!

The AWOL God

Another view of God’s will imagines a God who made
the world and then went, well . . . God only knows
where! This is the AWOL God, the ultimate “free range”
parent. Expect this deity (if you ever can find him) to

be impersonal, disinterested, and uninvolved in the
day-to-day affairs of the world. (And don’t think for a



moment he’s losing sleep about where you work or live,
or whom you might marry!)

To some, this view of God’s will is exhilarating. You
get to create whatever life you choose and don’t have
to worry about what God might want you to do. To
others, this idea is overwhelming and distressing—like
trying to go from California to Hawaii . . . in a canoe . . .
without a compass.

The Captain

There are many ways to think about God’s will in
between these two extremes. A quick survey of the
Bible and all of Christian history
shows the Almighty offering
plenty of guidance and help,
but also giving his human
creatures all sorts of freedom
and responsibility. God doesn’t
program and micromanage us,
nor does he abandon us to figure
out life on our own. Instead, God

is very proactive:

He gives us unique abilities, interests, passions,
and creativity.

He puts each of us in a part of the world filled with
big opportunities and enormous needs.



WHAT DOES “GOD’S WILL” MEAN?

He provides some broad ground rules for life, chief
among them being to love God and love others
(Matthew 22:37-39).

He encourages us. In effect, he says, “Within my
gracious boundaries, go! Be bold! Attempt big
things! Live your one

unique life to the fullest.

Walk with me and I'll be

there for you every step

of the way.”

God’s not a divine

micromanager with only one

perfect, yet cryptic, will for

each person’s life. Nor is he

an AWOL deity who says,

“Do pretty much whatever. I don’t care.” Instead, God
can be seen as (to use another imperfect metaphor)

the omni-competent captain of the giant ocean liner
called [ife. Because the ship is in the strong hands of an
attentive, wise, good captain, we can relax. He is going
to get us exactly where we're supposed to be.
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