NAVS Discipleship materials

How can I know God’s plan for my life? – Guidance
Aim – To understand what God’s plan is for our lives. To think through the ways that God could guide us, promises to guide us and consequently how we should expect God to guide us. To think through how we should go about making decisions. 
Introduction – Guidance is an important issue to us because we often don’t know all the factors affecting our choices or the consequences of those choices. Perhaps we are worried about making mistakes "What if get this one wrong?" Perhaps it is because of the paralysis of indecision: "l can't make up my mind". Perhaps it is because of the temptation to delegate: "You tell me what to do". Perhaps it is because of the gloom of resignation: "I'm stuck with it now". We often struggle with guidance, because there is such a bewildering array of theories about how we should discern God’s will. For many the end result can sometimes be confusion, uncertainty, anxiety or even guilt. 

Does God have a plan for our lives? What is God’s plan for our lives? Does this mean that we have no part to play in God’s plan being outworked in our lives? What is the right response to God’s plan for our lives? What is the wrong response to the plan that plan? Is it possible to step outside God’s plan for our lives?

· God is the creator of everything and as such is sovereign over everything He has made. This sovereign God continues to create and sustain all things even down to the smallest detail (Matthew 10:29-31). God promised in Isaiah 28:11 that He would guide His people always, a promise that is reiterated again and again throughout scripture. God is a God who guides His people. He can and does use anything and everything to guide His people. In the Old Testament God uses talking donkeys (Numbers 22), staffs that turn to serpents (Exodus 7) and bushes that burn without being consumed (Exodus 3). 

· God is not only a God who guides His people, but He is a God who has plans for His people. Indeed God’s guidance is in accordance with His plan. Abraham is told in Genesis 15:13-14 that his descendants would be taken into captivity in Egypt for 400 years. He is also told in verse 17 that God would later give them the land of Canaan as their inheritance. This remarkable plan unfolds throughout the pages of the Old Testament. Furthermore in the New Testament, Peter explains how Jesus’ death on the cross through wicked men was part of God’s unfolding plan. “God has a plan and he works sovereignly and irresistibly to achieve it” (The Last Word on Guidance, pg. 15). 

· Paul speaks of God’s plans for us in Ephesians 1:3-10, saying that we are chosen to be holy and blameless in God’s sight (4), that we are predestined to be His sons (5) and that God’s ultimate purpose is to bring all things in heaven and on earth under one head, even Christ (10). God’s plan is that one day we will be with Him in heaven enjoying our inheritance, an inheritance that can never perish spoil or fade (1 Peter 1:3-5). God’s plan is about making us like Christ, this is the good, which He is working all things together for in our lives (Romans 8:28-30). God’s plan also involves us being used in His service, doing the good works which He has prepared in advance for us to do (Ephesians 2:8-10). 

· We are so preoccupied with looking for answers to the decisions that we facing today that we can miss the great unfolding plan of what God is doing in and through our lives. If we know what God’s plan is, it will help us in making choices along the way. The Bible does not suggest however that we should sit back and let God do all the work. God is working out His purpose in our lives through us. We have a responsibility to work out our salvation with fear and trembling as God works in us to will and to act according to His good purpose (Philippians 2:12-13). Our responsibility is to respond to that plan in faith and in repentance. The faith that we should have is an active faith, for James tells us that faith without works is worthless. Our response to God’s plans for us should affect every aspect of the way that we live our lives. We must stop going our own way and learn to put our trust in Him, knowing that He is willing and able to get us to our destination. We should continually respond to God by listening to His voice and obeying Him daily – then we will know His will (Romans 12:1-2). 

· However we must remember that in one sense, the accomplishment of God’s plans is not dependent upon our participation. It is not as if we can make the wrong choice and have to settle for second best for the rest of our lives! God’s plans are worked out through both our good choices and our bad choices. For example, in Genesis 50:20 Joseph’s brothers set out to harm him and sell him off into slavery. Yet God’s plan was not thwarted for he used even this to bring about His purpose for Joseph. We may suffer as a result of an unwise decision but God still blesses amidst pain. It is impossible for us to step outside God’s plan for our lives, no matter what decisions we make (Job 42:2). 

· Sometimes we fall into the trap of almost putting God out of the picture and treating Him as if He did not exist. We make our plans without consulting God. We act as if we (as opposed to God) direct our steps (Jeremiah 10:23). We reject God’s guidance when we act as if He were not in control of our world. Sometimes we can also doubt that God has good things for us and as a result end up going our own way. We fall into the trap of questioning whether God has what’s best for us at heart. 

What different types of decisions do we face? How should we deal with these different kinds of decisions? What examples of these kinds of decisions can we think of?
· Jensen and Payne in their book ‘The Last word on Guidance’ suggest that there are three different kinds of decisions that we face. These different kinds of decisions should clearly be treated differently. For some decisions, God has clearly given us an answer while for others He has given us principles that we need to apply to these various decisions. 

· Right or wrong decisions – These are decisions where the Bible clearly has something to say about what we should do. We often face these kinds of decisions so we need to know what is right and wrong and we need to be willing to do be obedient. For example the Bible says we shouldn’t steal or commit adultery. Any decision that would clearly go against what the Bible says on these matters is clearly a wrong decision. 
· Wise or unwise decisions – These are decisions that are a matter of exercising wisdom rather than being right or wrong. We should search the scriptures and then make our choice without feeling guilty that we are making the wrong decision. Unless a decision is a matter of right or wrong it is impossible to make a wrong choice. Then there may be several courses of action that are right and hence represent God’s will for us. We face many of these kind of decisions which we must think through and apply Biblical principles. For example, we might ask ‘should I go to such and such a place?’ God may not have told us not to go to a certain place, but there are some places that might be less helpful for us than others. We must apply the principles that the Bible gives us and make our decision accordingly. 

· Who cares decisions – Some decisions are trivial and not worth spending time over. There is little point in us wasting our time worrying about what we will wear of what we should eat or drink (Matthew 6:25-33). 
How has God guided us in the past? How could God guide us? How does God guide us behind the scenes and with our co-operation? How does God promise to guide us in scripture? How then should we expect God to guide us? Is it true that the Bible only offers us general guidance rather than guidance in specific decisions?
· God in His sovereignty uses everything to guide us behind the scenes – God is in control and at work in all things. He can use all things to achieve His plans for us. He does not need our co-operation to do this because he is at work behind the scenes (Proverbs 16:9, Job 42:2). This is the type of guidance that we are often least aware of – God uses all kinds of circumstances and situations to guide us and we probably don’t even notice that it’s happening.  

· God can guide us with our conscious co-operation – Hebrews 1:1-2 tells us that in the past God spoke at many times and in various ways.  The writer goes on to tell us that in these last days He has spoken to us by His Son. God’s final word to us comes through Jesus and we find this final Revelation in scripture. The various ways that God spoke to His people in the past does not necessarily determine how He will speak to us today. There are many examples of God speaking in the OT which were unique, for example God speaking to Moses from the burning bush, or the writing on the wall for King Belshazzar. The unusual is not usual and doesn’t establish a usual rule. We should not expect God to speak to us through a burning bush, a dream or a vision. Rather we should expect God in these last days to speak to us through His Son. This is not to say that God couldn’t and doesn’t speak through things like this, but just that we should not expect it.

· God promises to guide us by his Spirit and scripture – In the OT, God promised to send his Spirit on all people (Ezekiel 37:26-27). How does the Holy Spirit guide us? The Holy Spirit guides us through scripture, for the word is the sword of the Spirit (Ephesians 6:17). God speaks to us through his word – the Spirit takes this word and applies it to our hearts. Scripture is primarily how God does and will guide us. God does not promise to use any other means to guide us other than His Spirit and scripture. God could guide us in any number of different ways, but he has only promised to guide us through His Spirit and through scripture.

· God has given us sufficient guidance for every decision that we face – Some people would say that the Bible guides us in a general way but not about certain decisions. Therefore they wait for the Lord’s leading about a certain decision as if God has not already given sufficient guidance and is about to send some special word to them. They wait for a direct word from God, an inner prompting, a feeling of peace or a laying out the fleece! However this is not how guidance is portrayed in the Bible! God has not told us the answer to every decision that we face but He has given us all the principles that we need in order to do so. God wants us to apply the principles He has given us to the decisions we face and to make those decisions in faith.

To where or to what else do we look for guidance? What dangers are there with these forms of guidance? How does Acts 16 suggest that Paul made decisions about what he should do? 
· Impressions – How do we know whether an impression is from God or from ourselves? How do we know if the impression is right or wrong? Some people say that the peace of Christ should be the decision-maker in our hearts. Yet our impressions can be wrong and sometimes we will not necessarily have peace about a decision until after we have made that decision! 
· Seeking advice – There is also value in good advice but it doesn’t get us off the hook of having to make the decision ourselves. Furthermore how do we know whether it is good advice or bad advice? 

· All these things can be important in our search for guidance, but ultimately all these things must come second to scripture and the Spirit. We must test any prompting, impression or advice against what God has revealed to us in His word.
· Waiting on the Lord – In Acts 16 Luke tells us that Paul did not wait for the Holy Spirit to give him any positive leading but rather he did what he thought was right. Of course we then see that the Holy Spirit prevents Paul from going to Bithynia, but only after he had pro-actively sought God’s will. God will often close certain doors if we push them. We should be people who are pushing doors rather than sitting back and waiting for doors to open for us. Scripture doesn’t teach us to sit back and wait for God to tell us what to do next. We know what God’s plan is for our lives and those around us – we should get on with working out that plan. We should be proactively doing God’s will, rather than waiting for God to tell us what His will is. 
What are the big questions we need to ask ourselves when we come to making a decision? 

· Does God give a clear right or wrong in scripture? What Biblical principles are relevant to the decision to help us make a wise choice? How will my decision affect other people? What is likely to bring glory to God? 
Concluding thoughts – In faith Abraham left the land he was told that his descendants would inherit, even though he did not know where he was going In faith he was willing to sacrifice the son through whom God was going to fulfil his promise to him (Hebrews 11). Are we willing to trust God? The guidance of God is not a problem to be solved but a privilege to be enjoyed. 
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How can I know God’s plan for my life? – Guidance
Matthew 10:29-31 “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father. And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So don't be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.”
Isaiah 28:11 “The LORD will guide you always” 

Genesis 15:13-14 “Then the LORD said to him, ‘Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred years. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward they will come out with great possessions.”
Acts 2:23 “This man was handed over to you by God's set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross.”
Ephesians 1:3-11 “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will-- to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment--to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.”
1 Peter 1:3-5 “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade--kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.”

Romans 8:28-30 “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.”
Ephesians 2:8-10 “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith--and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God-- not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”

Philippians 2:13-14 “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed--not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence--continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”
Romans 12:2 “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will.”
Genesis 50:20 “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.”
Job 42:2 “I know that you can do all things; no plan of yours can be thwarted.”
Proverbs 16:9 “In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD determines his steps.”
Jeremiah 10:23 “I know, O LORD, that a man's life is not his own; it is not for man to direct his steps.”
James 4:13-15 “Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.’ Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord's will, we will live and do this or that.”
Hebrews 1:1-2 “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son”
Ezekiel 36:26-27 “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.”
Ephesians 6:17 “Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.”
Psalm 25:1-2, 4-5, 8-9, 12 “To you, O LORD, I lift up my soul; in you I trust, O my God. Do not let me be put to shame, nor let my enemies triumph over me…Show me your ways, O LORD, teach me your paths; guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Saviour, and my hope is in you all day long…Good and upright is the LORD; therefore he instructs sinners in his ways. He guides the humble in what is right and teaches them his way…Who, then, is the man that fears the LORD? He will instruct him in the way chosen for him.”

Acts 16:6-7 “Paul and his companions travelled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia. When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to.”

Hebrews 11:8, 17-19 “By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going…By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He who had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even though God had said to him, ‘It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.’ Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death.”

Isaiah 48:17 “I am the LORD your God, who teaches you what is best for you, who directs you in the way you should go.”

Quotes from Guidance and The Voice Of God, Phillip Jensen & Tony Payne

“In Jesus we see and hear God’s character and ways, revealed with a crushing finality and clarity.  It’s the ultimate – the big Word from God for the last days” (pg. 69).

“And just as Lydia and the Philippian jailer and the Thessalonians and all the others in Acts heard the Gospel of Jesus, and recognised in it the voice of God, so we too hear or read the Gospel of Jesus and hear the voice of God calling to us.  By his Spirit, God unstops our deaf ears, and opens our blind eyes, and as the words of the Bible come to our minds, we experience an extraordinary thing – we realise with a shattering certainty that we are not simply reading words on a page, or listening to some nonentity speak; God himself is speaking to us, and calling us to repent and believe” (pg. 73).  

“Jesus is God’s great word to humanity.  It is his voice we should listen to, the voice of the Good Shepherd leading his sheep – the voice that first spoke in Galilee, and which was repeated and spread by the Apostles, and then written down in the inspired Scriptures so that it could also speak to us.  What are we saying about that voice when we claim that the Christian life can only be lived with the help of new and fresh revelations delivered by voices speaking inside our heads, or through inner promptings and impressions?  Are we not saying that God’s great Word for these last days is inadequate?” (pg. 78). 

“Many Christians today are so busy trying to work out what God is supposedly saying to them through circumstances, visions, voices, impressions and the like, that they lack the time (and the interest) to listen to what he is really saying to them in his eternal, living Word.  This is the tragedy of the modern ‘hearing God’s voice’ movement.  It is so busy listening intently for what God might say in my head this morning, that it fails to hear what God is shouting at us this morning and every morning from Scriptures” (pg. 80-81).

www.sotonnavs.org

