How do You Know God’s Will?

Introduction

When we make major decisions in our lives, we want to know what God’s will is for us.  We want to also submit to His will and do what is right so we can be blessed by Him.  For instance, we need to decide what college to go to, or when dating a person of opposite sex, if he/she is the right person for me?  Is this person going to be my future spouse?  Or, another major decision could be that after my graduation, where should I look for a job or should I continue on to graduate school?  Perhaps you have many options, but where?  This is what we are going to talk about today:  How do we know what God’s will is for us?  Actually finding God’s will is not difficult because God wants to communicate that to us.  Please open to your handout, the page on God’s will.  I will share according to the outline.

Prerequisite in Seeking God’s Will


First, God’s will is not hard to understand.  God is very willing to let us know what His will is so we can do His will.  But we must know that when we seek His will there are a few principles that need to be applied.  You need to examine yourself and see where you are with the Lord.  If you have a very important decision to make, you need His guidance.  That’s why you need to examine yourself.  Can we turn to Psalm 66:18?  It says that if you live in sin, you cannot hear God’s voice.  Why?  God is sinless.  He hates sin.  If you are in sin, you feel dry and are very distant from God.  You know God’s there but you feel very far away from Him. Brothers and sisters, if that is the case, it will be very hard for you to know God’s will.  You would not like to talk to God because your relationship with Him has been estranged.  The reason for the estrangement is because you have left God.  You departed from Him.  So before you seek God’s will, you need to examine yourself to see if you have sinned against Him in any way, if you have done anything that is not pleasing to Him.  If you have, you can repent right now.  Ask Him for forgiveness.  Be willing to turn around and restore that intimate relationship with Him.  Then you can seek God’s will.  

Secondly, you need to have regular communication with God.  Sometimes brothers and sisters complain that it is really hard to know God’s will.  The reason being that you only come to the Lord when you are in need.  It is like a saying in Buddhism, “when in need, come to the feet of Buddha”.  Well, you come to Jesus only when you are in need.  When everything is fine, you rarely talk to God.  So that’s why it is difficult for you to know God’s will.  So what is the condition in knowing God’s will?  You need to have frequent communication with the Lord.  Then you will be sensitive to Him and you will be able to focus on Him.  This comes by your daily devotion time with Him.  Spend 15-30 minutes daily with the Lord.  Begin the time with singing, then reading and prayer.  Talk to God.  This way you will be sensitive to Him and you will learn to hear His voice.  If you don’t regularly commune with Him, if you only go to church but not spending time in reading the Word and in prayer, when you face big decisions, it’ll hard for you to know His perfect will.  God by mercy may tell you but it will be hard for you in knowing His perfect will.  So having a regular devotion time is a must.

I heard of a story a pastor told once.  He said some people seek the Lord only when they need to.  How do they seek Him?  First they would pray, “Lord, please give me a word to let me know what to do.”  Then they close their eyes and open the Bible.  They simply point to a verse and decide that that is the word of God for them for that decision.  How is this different from casting lots?  There is no difference.  It is the same the way the Gentiles cast lots.  This is not good.  You need to study the Word systematically and commune with God regularly.  Often, God will speak to you during your time in the Word.  So don’t come to God only when you need help and point to a verse for decision making.  


I heard of a joke.  A man faced a great difficulty and he didn’t know what to do so he sought the Lord, “Lord, please show me what I need to do.”  Then he opened the Bible and pointed to a verse and it happened to be the part about Judas’ suicide; Judas hung himself.  So the man reasoned to himself, no, that cannot be God’s will for me.  So he opened the Bible again and pointed to another verse.  This time it said, commit to doing that which men consider good.   “Well, everyone wants me to die.”  So you see this is very dangerous.  Often when you do this, you fall into the snare of the Devil, as in casting lots is not the way to seek God’s will.  Brothers and sister, we need to form a habit of having regular times with the Lord.  If you have an intimate relationship with the Lord, when you face major decisions, you will recognize God’s voice speaking to you.


A question to ask yourself when seeking God’s will, “what is my motive?”  Am I really willing to do what God tells me?  You need to ask yourself this question.  Do you only do God’s will when it satisfies you?  Otherwise, you would not listen to Him?  If that is the case, you have the wrong attitude.  It will be hard for you to hear God’s voice.  For example, you like a very pretty girl and you seek the Lord’s will in the relationship.   The girl is not a believer yet.  You pray, oh God, is she the one you have given me for wife?  Then someone tells you the Bible says a believer and an unbeliever cannot be equally yoked.  It is not right for you to marry an unbeliever.  Well, you reason to yourself, this cannot be God’s will because I really like the girl.  God knows I like the girl so He will give me what I like.  This is your own voice.  It is not God’s.  You are only wishing God will give you what you desire and that is not right.


When we seek the Lord, we need to rely on Him.  Let us read Proverbs 3:5-6.  What does it say?  You need to first trust Him with all your heart and lean on Him.  You need to be determined to focus on Him and rely on Him and not on your own understanding.  Is it just in some things that you should trust Him?  No, in all things.  In all of your ways you need to acknowledge Him and follow Him.  He shall lead you in the way. He will direct you if you seek His leading.  There is a condition to this promise, that is, you need to seek Him with all your heart and be ready to obey Him.  In all your ways acknowledge that He is your Lord, He is the One who leads you.  Acknowledge Him and He shall lead you.  God usually does not tell us everything at once.  He wants to lead us one step at a time.  People think seeking God’s will is like choosing something from the magician’s bag.  When they face major decisions, they open the bag and find God’s will for them.  God’s will is not revealed this way.  God’s will is unfolded more like a scroll.  In the ancient time, the books were in the scrolls.  When you open the scroll, you could only read a little bit at a time.  Then you unroll some more to read more.  The scroll is not unrolled all at once.  You need to open it little by little.  God’s will is similar.  He reveals it to us little by little, and we need to obey the little God reveals to us.  Then God will tell us more.  The verse in Psalm 119:105 says God’s word is a light to our path.  What does the light do?  It lights the way for us so we can go forward, one step at a time.  As we take the steps, the light continues to lead us onward and forward.  God requires us to take actions as He leads us.  He wants us to take a step of faith and allow Him to lead us step by step.  In the process, we can experience His greatness.


Here is a good analogy.  We used to drive to downtown Columbia and we had to go through a street called Sumter.  Now the way to the campus was a long stretch and there were quite a few traffic lights.  When you see the red light, you have to stop.  But if you drive within the speed limit, you maybe able to go through all the traffic lights without a stop.  If you are within the speed limit, what happens is that though you see the red light ahead of you, but it turns green when you come closer to it.  This way you actually can drive down the street without making a stop.  God’s will is similar.  It seems red lights along the way.  There is only one green light.  Well, if you continue on the green, by the time you come to the next light, it will turn green if you just follow the light of the path.  Brothers and sisters, when you know the will of God, you need to understand that God is using it to train us and to teach us how to rely on Him.  We take the steps of faith in following Him.  I don’t know if you have ever taken time to reflect on what God has done for you in the past 10 or 20 years.  If you think back on how the Lord has led you, you will begin to see that God has led you in many wonderful ways.  You didn’t know it at the time but God had a plan for you.   It is like a script writer who writes an excellent play but the actors don’t know how the story develops.   But if they would just follow the writer and at the end, when they look back on the story, they can’t help complimenting how wonderful the storyline was.

Five Secrets

What we have just talked are some principles that would help you understand God’s will and what it requires for you to seek His will.  You need to examine yourself.    Now I would share with you a few secrets on how to know God’s will.  Raise your hand.  You have five fingers, right?  We will use these fingers to help you remember the secrets of finding God’s will.


The first of these secrets is visions.  What is a vision?  It is about seeing something very special.  Only a few Christian see visions.  Let us read Acts 16:9.  Paul is going out to preach.  He does not know where to go next.  East? West? North or south?  What should he do to expand which church?  Or simply go preach the gospel somewhere?  He does not know.  Acts 16:9 says Paul seeks God’s will and His direction.  God has stopped him from going to many places.  They are seeking.  Finally, God gives him a vision, a vision of a Macedonian crying out to him and beckoning him to come.  Then Paul knows God wants to go to the Macedonians and preach the gospel to them.  So he goes.  Some churches have this kind of vision, but there are not many.  And we should not have to pursue visions.  


The second secret is something we have already talked about, that is, the Word of God.  This refers to what you do in your daily life, how do you read and study the Word.   The Word of God has told us what He is pleased with.  Let us open to Psalm 119:105 again.  This is a long psalm.  It says in v105 that His word is a light to our path and a lamp to our feet.  What does it mean?  It says the Word is the light to our path.  So let’s say you are in a main street and you can clearly see the sidewalks because there are light overhead.  Likewise, the Word of God has given us principles on how to live our lives, how to treat people and situations.  The Bible is very clear about the main principles in life.   For example, if you were to ask yourself, should I continue doing drugs?  I did in the past.  But what about now, Lord?  The Bible says not to do anything to harm others.  So you should stop doing drugs.  Or, you ask, Lord, My wife and I argue just too much.  There is no peace in our house.  Should we get divorced?   Read what the Bible says.  It says only for adultery sake can one divorce his spouse.  God hates divorce.  So as you study the Bible, you will see there are plenty of principles you can apply in your life.  Knowing these principles does not mean you are restricted but it is a secret because the Bible is the manual of our life.  God is the Creator of the universe.  He knows what is best for us.  Why?  He created all things.  He knows!  He has given us the manual long ago.  The manual is the Bible.  You live according to the principles in the book and you will be greatly blessed.  His word is the light to your path and you will be able to see clearly by His word.


So what is the lamp to our feet?  We just talked about it.   It is that during your devotion time there is a special word God speaks to you.  To others it may not mean the same thing, but to you it is as if you hear God speaking to you in audible voice.    Often you have very important decisions to make, and it is through that week’s devotion time, that one word really stands out to you, and you know it is God’s leading for you.  And when you read it, you are greatly encouraged.  This comes from your intimate relationship with the Lord.  It is very personal.  It is the Holy Spirit speaking to you through the word to tell you what you should do.  This is the lamp to your feet.   This is personal.  This is not the great light of the path, but it is your own lantern that leads you one step at a time.  Actually, you can know God’s will for you in many areas of your life.  When you obey God and walk according to His word, you will be greatly blessed.

The third secret in knowing God’s will is letting the Holy Spirit lead.  That means, you have peace in your heart in proceeding with the task at hand.  That also means you don’t just pray, you need to do some preparation work as well.  For example, in pursuing a higher education, you need to find out about the school; in looking for a job, you need to know the city the job is in, if it has any good churches.  You do some research and collect information.  But of course, you need to be praying at the same time.  You want to be working with God.  Often God will let you have peace through the Holy Spirit.  If you do your homework, you can decide by common sense.  For example, the job may not pay very much but it has a very good work environment and there are a few good Christians there.  And there are good churches in the area and you can serve there.  It seems to be God’s leading for you.  If you have such peace, you may proceed.  Actually, God has given us a very large boundary in which we can choose and, as long as we don’t disobey Him and have peace in our heart we can go ahead and make the decision.  


If you have done anything displeasing to the Lord, the Holy Spirit will convict you.  One time a Christian brother visited a church that is of a sect that worships on Saturdays.  Now he didn’t understand the different denominations.  He didn't even know that the 安息日派 Seven-day Adventist? church is a cult.  When he went into the church, he sensed that this church is different and he did not have peace.  He felt as if something was wrong so he got up and left.  Afterwards he found out the church is a cult.  The Holy Spirit did not give him peace and urged him to leave the place.  So we need to be sensitive to the Holy Spirit.  Of course, it does not mean that we go by our feelings.  We need to always come back to the Word of God and make sure that our feelings align with the Bible.  Pray and read the Word then wait on the Holy Spirit to touch you.  Don’t let your selfish desires dictate you.  Seek Him with your whole heart.  Listen to His word humbly and pray.  Let us read I Thessalonians 5:19.  It says to not quench the Holy Spirit.  When we received the Lord, the Holy Spirit abides with us.  He is our Counselor.  He reminds us of God’s teaching.  And when we do wrong, the Holy Spirit is like the alarm clock that warns us.  It is not a good feeling.  But if we don’t listen to God by suppressing the Holy Spirit,  our heart will be hardened.  If this continues to happen, your heart will be harder and harder each time.  It will be harder for you to hear God’s voice.  So sometimes, we seek God’s will in some things, but other times, when we sin and God convicts us through His word.  He reproaches us like the Holy Spirit does.  You need to listen to Him carefully.  This is also God’s will.  Allow Him to change you.  Don’t resist or suppress the Holy Spirit’s leading.  Otherwise, your heart will be hard and dry.

What is another secret in seeking God’s will?  It is to seek the counsel of spiritually mature brethren.  They have walked with the Lord longer than you, they are more familiar with the Word, and they have experienced more in life.  You can share with them a little and, often they can give you very good suggestions.  They are not God.  They will be biased by their own preferences.  But if they are mature, they will tell you their opinion and tell you to pray and seek the Lord yourself because their exhortation may not be God’s will for you.  They will respect you.  You could listen to their opinion.  Then pray and see if what they suggested give you peace or not.   You may be able to find other things to confirm the matter.  


For example, a church wants to expand their church building, but they do not have enough money.  Someone suggests that he buys lotteries and if he wins, he will give the church one tenth of what he wins.  This way the church does not need to worry about the financial problems.  But then you feel there is something wrong with the idea.  You ask someone spiritually more mature.  They said this is not a good idea because this is God’s work and God will provide in His way.  Gambling is covetousness, it is wanting something you have not worked for.  It is not right.  God will not use the unrighteousness gain to do His good work.  This is a blemish.  I also heard of a good testimony regarding church expansion.  A church wants to expand, and a local Buddhist temple wants to donate to the expansion.  It is not a small amount.  It is a very handsome sum.  But the church got together and talked over whether they should take the money, they decided to decline because God is holy.  Though they have good intentions, but Buddhism is an idolatrous religion.  Our holy God’s temple should use the holy gains.  So even though it was a good amount of money, they still declined.  God greatly blessed them later.  They ended up having enough money to build a good church to bless many people.  So when you don’t understand, when you are not sure, ask someone more mature.  I believe they will be very willing to share with you their life experience and scriptural principles.  They will not pressure you.  They will honor your decisions that you make after your prayers.


The fifth secret in discerning God’s will is the confirmation of our circumstances.  Often after you prayed, you begin to see things happen around you in response to your prayer.    Then you know what God’s will is for you.  I tell brothers and sisters often that in job search there may seem to be a lot of opportunities, but having too many possibilities is not necessarily a good thing.  They may distract you.  You don’t know which way to go.  Of course, you have to do you research.  But it is after the research you still don’t know which way to take.  You don’t want to make any mistakes that will affect your future decisions.  If this is the case, you can pray to God boldly, “God, if this job does not please you, if I should not go there, then please close the door for me.”  Notice this is an interesting kind of prayer.  You are asking God to not open the door.  Close the door so you will not be tempted.  When I came to the States to study, I had this experience.  I applied for a PH D program in International Finance at a few schools.   Surprisingly, they did not accept my application, except one in Texas.  I knew that is a blessing from God.  I believed that is where God wants me to go.  I grew spiritually and academically.  He does not have to open too many doors for us.  But whatever door He opens is the very best for us.  So we need to remember that when we seek God’s will, first your motive has to be right.  You have to wholeheartedly rely on Him.  To sum up the five secrets in seeking God’s will:  1) Vision, it is not for everyone.  2) You need to read God’s word regularly.  Let His word be the light to your path and a lamp to your feet.  3) You need to be led by the Holy Spirit.  If you have peace in your heart when you collect your information, most likely you can proceed.  God has given us a vast boundary.  4) We could seek counsel from the more mature spiritual people, and lastly, 5) our circumstances will confirm His perfect will for us.  They don’t come in just one form, but everything around us will confirm that which is His perfect will.  

Seek a Sign


If you have a major decision to make, and if you have tried all of the above, finally I suggest this method, that is, seek a sign from God.  Let us read a passage in Judges 6.  It talks about a man named Gideon.  He was afraid because God wanted him to be a judge to lead the Israels in their battle with the Gentiles.  He was fearful because he didn’t know if he would win so he sought a sign from the Lord.  Let’s read now Judges 6:36-37.  This is very difficult.  He asks the Lord to let the dew only fall on the fleece of wool and leave all the ground dry.  Then he reverses the order.  He asks for the fleece to be dry and dew fall on all the ground.  Everything happened just as he asked.  Gideon had confidence to go to the battle.  This is seeking a sign.   We need to be extra cautious in seeking a sign.  We cannot seek it casually.  Otherwise we may be tempting God.  But if you have a very important decision to make, and you really don’t have any idea on what to do.  We need to humble before the Lord and ask him if he will let us seek a sign.  Fast and pray.  It is a wonderful thing to fast and pray.  That does not mean we exchange fasting for something.  It means we are willing to lay aside the cares of life temporarily and set our spirit free so we can draw near to God.  You may fast one day, two or three days or even longer to seek the will of God.  You may seek the Lord for a sign if you have peace in your heart.  When you seek a sign, don’t seek something extraordinary to test God.  My experience is that you seek a sign that is related to the decision you are seeking for.  I will tell you a story.  


A student was about to graduate from a seminary school.  She wanted to go to Hong Kong to be a missionary.  She wanted to be a missionary there through a teaching job.  But there was a problem.  Her mother had health issues and she wanted her daughter to stay with her after her graduation.  Mother did not want her to go too far away, and just in case she needed the daughter, Hong Kong was too far away.  So the student sought signs from the Lord, and they are all related to the mission work in Hong Kong.  First, she wanted to see her mother’s willingness to let her go.  The way she asked the Lord was, if You really want me to go to Hong Kong, please help me that my mom will be willing to let me go, she will be joyfully sending me.   The request is very reasonable since we are told to honor our parents.  Secondly, she asked that she would find a teaching job in Hong Kong.  This is also very reasonable because she wanted to do her missionary work through teaching English.  Thirdly, she asked for an air ticket to Hong Kong.  She wanted to be there in time for teaching.  She sought the Lord diligently and quietly and waited to see if the Lord would lead her to Hong Kong.    


So the sister began her application process. She collected information and waited in the meanwhile.  Finally, she received an invitation letter from a school in Hong Kong.  This is the first fulfillment to the signs.  Thank the Lord!  But the one with her mother was real difficult because she has always been opposed to the idea because of her health.  But she had to talk to her mother.  Amazingly, this time, her mother told her that if God really wanted her to go, God would take care of her.  Second sign confirmed.  Then the last was finding an air ticket.  It was hard because it was the peak vacation season.  If she could not get a ticket to go in time, she would not be able to start school on time.  So she asked the Lord to provide a ticket for her.  She was steadfast.  She wholeheartedly relied on the Lord.  You know it is easy for us to be moved at the last minute when things get hard.  Satan wants us to stop believing God.  But it is at this time we need to rely on the Lord.  Hallelujah!  Praise God!  What happened at the end with this sister was that she found a ticket to Hong Kong just in time for her to be there to begin school.  All three signs were fulfilled.  She knew God led her all the way and that God will be with her.  She was very grateful to the Lord.  So brothers and sisters, if you have a major decision to make, fast and pray, and while you are seeking a sign from the Lord, pray unceasingly and wait on the Lord and wholeheartedly seek Him.  He will bring things to pass!

