17

Sermon: “What Is God’s Will?”

Scripture Reading: 1 John 2:7-17

Beloved, I am writing you no new commandment, but an old commandment that you have had from the beginning; the old commandment is the word that you have heard. Yet I am writing you a new commandment that is true in him and in you, because the darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining. Whoever says, "I am in the light," while hating a brother or sister, is still in the darkness. Whoever loves a brother or sister lives in the light, and in such a person there is no cause for stumbling. But whoever hates another believer is in the darkness, walks in the darkness, and does not know the way to go, because the darkness has brought on blindness. I am writing to you, little children, because your sins are forgiven on account of his name. I am writing to you, fathers, because you know him who is from the beginning. I am writing to you, young people, because you have conquered the evil one. I write to you, children, because you know the Father. I write to you, fathers, because you know him who is from the beginning. I write to you, young people, because you are strong and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one. Do not love the world or the things in the world. The love of the Father is not in those who love the world; for all that is in the world — the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, the pride in riches — comes not from the Father but from the world. And the world and its desire are passing away, but those who do the will of God live forever. 
John the apostle has told us like it is: “Those who do the will of God live forever.”
 This is terrific news!  
But it presents us with a challenge: We have to know what God’s will is in order to follow it. 
So, how can we know for sure that what we are doing is God’s will? 

The truth is, even strongly committed Christians have difficulty knowing exactly what God wants them to do in all situation. These pray. They search the Bible to see what it has to say, and they watch for signs—messages from God. If a person is not patient and careful, he or she can easily misread those signs... 

Like the middle-aged farmer, who always wondered in the back of his mind whether God really wanted him to be a dynamic, world-changing evangelist. One day, while working in the fields, he took a break and lay down under a tree. Looking up in the sky he saw the clouds form what seemed to be the letters P and C. So, he hopped up, sold his farm, and went out to P-reach C-hrist; now convinced that this was God's will for his life. The problem was, this guy was a very ineffective preacher. He would stand before the congregations and hmm and haw—not knowing what to say. And yet, he was convinced that this is what God wanted him to do. One night, at one of his crusades--after an hour of hmmming and hawing, a compassionate friend who knew the story of his "calling" went forward during the altar call and whispered in his ear, "Could it be that God was just asking you to P-lant C-orn?" 

So what is God's will for our lives, and how are we to know—for certain? 
The apostle John is offering us some guidance today. Let’s take a closer look…
It’s not as though we don’t know anything about the will of God.

There are some things we do know for sure: 
That it is God’s will that none should perish 
and that God wants every person to be saved

and to live with Him forever. 
We know with certainty
that it is God’s will 

--for all creation 
to live in peace and joy and love
--always and forever. 
The Bible is very clear about these things.

We have been given old commandments, 
and new commandments…
words that have been passed down 
throughout the ages

--from generation 

to generation.
Some of the words we have been given 

Are emphatic dos and don’ts


--commandments that are very 

specific and straightforward.




--like the 10 commandments, for example.
But some of the commandments we have been given


are not so specific.

These we have to figure out for ourselves

--with God’s help, of course.

This is the challenge given us in this morning’s letter from the apostle John. 
As we begin to read the words he has written,


A few questions come to mind immediately :

Is the commandment he is talking about an old commandment or a new commandment?
And, who exactly are the children he is referring to and who are the fathers?

Who are the young people?

Why does the writer address each of these twice
--saying almost the exact thing a second time?

And, does all this really matter?

I believe that it does...
because each of us is being addressed.
If we are fathers and mothers of the faith, or even young adults,
it seems that God expects us, 



to lead and protect the little ones

--those who are vulnerable,
which includes the children, 

the little children
--which as we know, may or may not be know by their age. 

The commandment is both old and new. It is for all times: We are to walk in the light.

We know what this means: We remember it from other scriptures.
As John said in the first chapter of this letter,

…God is light

 and in him there is no darkness at all.

 If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, 

we lie and do not do what is true; 

…but, 

if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light,

 we have fellowship with one another, 

and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. 

These are things that God has made very clear.

But knowing is not the same as doing.
Evidently, there were those in the church who were saying,




“I am in the light”





who were actually 
not in the light at all.


John’s letter give us an inside look 

at what was going on in the churches.

What we see here is a dangerous situation 

--one in which persons within the church


were feeling hatred for other believers.

 

--not a good situation in any church!

(to say the least!) 
These persons, 
John says,


are walking in darkness.





They lie 

and do not do 

what is true.

His words are a warning to the church.

Watch out!


 For these are people of the lie…

not only do they stumble around in the darkness 
(not knowing the way to go) 






they have become blind…

…and this could lead to the worst situation ever:
These could cause other believers

to stumble as well.

So this is why John reminds everyone twice 

--who they are:


The little children,

the fathers (and mother)

and the young people. 

And then he tells them 

what it is 

that they should 

not do

and why:
Do not love the world or the things in the world,

John warns them:

And why not?
because the desire for the pleasures of the world 

does not come from the Father. It comes from the world.

And the world and its desire are passing away, but those who do the will of God live forever.

So here we have it: Words of warning and direction for those who want to live forever.

…all we have to do now is figure out: 
What is the will of God in each specific situation we encounter in life?

It’s a pretty big challenge—to say the least…but definitely worth it



--when we consider what we have “at stake.” 

Should I take this job or that? 
Should I marry? 

Should I move to another city? 
Should I continue chemotherapy or not? 




What does God want me to do?
The questions never stop.

And they are too hard for us to make entirely on our own.

We need help. Where do we go to get it?

Well, there is one thing we had better not wait for


--and that is the voice of God speaking aloud to us.


It is clear that God no longer seems to communicate with people through burning bushes.

I’m not saying that it is impossible

but God does, however, seem to communicate more 

through burning hearts. 
If we are serious about finding God's will for our lives


God will get his message to us--one way or another.

Our part is to seek, and then we will find.

Jesus promised us this, saying:
"Ask, and it will be given you; “Search, and you will find; Knock, and the door 
will be opened for you. 

For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, 

and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.

When we have to make a decision in life and do not know what God’s will is

this is what we are instructed to do:
We must first open ourselves to receive whatever God tells us.
We must open our minds and our hearts because if we go into this with our minds 
already made up we are not surrendered, 

and we will end up doing whatever we want.
Our tendency is to do is look for signs that confirm our decision, 
and then use them to justify anything 
and everything we want to do.

So we must surrender our will to God’s, pray, “not my will but thine be done”

and watch for God to show us what he wants us to do next.

The answer could come through the words of another person


aloud or through an e-mail message

or perhaps a letter.

The guidance could come through a Scripture 

--one that you have come across during Bible study 

or while reading alone.

Your direction might come to you in a dream


--or perhaps in a moment of quiet contemplation.

However it comes, the important thing is to be as sure as possible 
that it is God speaking to us



--not the world





--and not our own selfish desires.

I have an acquaintance who served as a missionary in a foreign country in her younger days

--while she was still single.
Now she is married with 3 young children.

And yet, her heart does not seem to be in her family--or in the here and now.

Her mind and heart are clearly still with the people in that foreign land.

To this day, now 15 years later, she has not been able to let them go



--even though she has a family who needs her very much.

As often as she can —for as long as she can, she leaves her family and goes back.

She has never come to me for guidance.

 

Perhaps she has never been to anyone for guidance.

Frankly, knowing her responsibilities with her family, 

it is hard for me to believe that what she is doing is within God’s will.

How very important it is, that when we think we have received God’s answer,

we go and discuss it with a sister or brother in Christ,  


before acting on it.

As J.K. Johnson, author of the book John Wesley on Why Christians Sin, has said:

Do not hastily ascribe things to God. Do not easily suppose dreams, voices, impressions, visions or revelations to be from God. They may be from Him. They may be from nature. They may be from the Devil.  

This past week I came across a helpful example of someone who took the time and effort 
to discern God’s will for their life.
It.comes to us through this story--about a great Presbyterian evangelist 

named David Brainerd: 

In the year 1742, David received a letter urging him to become a part of the gospel mission work to Native American Indians. Immediately, he began to agonize. Was this what God wanted him to do or not? So, this is what he decided to do: He immersed himself in the Word of God, and in prayer. Then he invited some of his wise, close, Christian companions to come over one evening; and he read that letter to them; and then he asked them for their prayers and their counsel. Over a period of time, it seemed that all of the lights were green, and then, David Brainerd stepped out in faith and became a part of that gospel mission. 

These are the steps a person should do  when faced with potentially 

life-changing decisions.

It takes time, prayer,

wise counsel 

and a lot of examination to know God’s will for our lives.

I agree with Socrates, who once said, the unexamined life is not worth living. 
His words show us that self-examination is not a one-time event, 

but rather, an ongoing process.

One should not wait until faced with some huge decision 
to begin the process of praying, reading the Bible, 

spending time in silence and talking with trusted friends…
 


…for to know God’s will for one’s life requires that a person first 

know him or herself, very well.

And this is why, I, as your pastor, take the time and make the effort to make space for grace 

in my own life by spending time alone…
…always reminding myself of my owns vulnerabilities,
and praying to God for strength and direction.

Every time I read the Bible I pray, thanking God for this awesome privilege of being your pastor

and asking God to teach me what he wants me to learn in that moment.
Thankfully, God has also provided me with mentors, --trusted  friends, 
a great husband and other pastors



--persons to whom I can go 




when I need help in determining 

God’s will for my own life. 

All this helps me help you --when you decide come to me for help with that awesome task

of determining God’s will for your life.
I am so very thankful for all God has done in my life, in your life 

and in the life of this congregation.
God continues to bless us day by day.
And how very important it is that we be thankful people!

The apostle Paul teaches us 

that we will be more likely 
to discover the will of God 
when we have thankful hearts. 
 ' . . . give thanks to God the Father for everything,"  Paul says to us.

For everything.

Matthew Henry, the great Biblical scholar, was walking home one night. He was mugged, beaten, his wallet stolen. That night in his journal, Matthew Henry wrote these words: "Lord, I thank you. I thank you that I have never been robbed before. Lord, secondly I thank you that they took my wallet, but not by life. Thirdly Lord, I thank you that I was the one who was robbed, not the one doing the robbing." 

If you and I were to examine our lives in this way, in the light of God's grace, we would discover

that we can be thankful for a whole lot of things!

We have a God of grace and mercy who continues to bless us, even in those things 

for which we have not been thankful. 
But let us keep this thought in mind: The hearts of thankful people beat in sync 
with the heart of God. 
When this miraculous thing happens, 
we will know God’s will 
every moment of our lives

for we will abide 

within the will of God, 

forever.
These are promises for us from the Word of God. 

An insightful person has brought them all together in a list of things God will never do, saying:
The will of God will never take you, 

Where the grace of God cannot keep you, 

Where the arms of God cannot support you, 

Where the riches of God cannot supply your needs, 

Where the power of God cannot endow you. 

The will of God will never take you, 

Where the Spirit of God cannot work through you, 

Where the wisdom of God cannot teach you, 

Where the army of God cannot protect you, 

Where the hands of God cannot mold you. 

The will of God will never take you, 

Where the love of God cannot enfold you, 

Where the mercies of God cannot sustain you, 

Where the peace of God cannot calm your fears, 

Where the authority of God cannot overrule for you. 

The will of God will never take you, 

Where the comfort of God cannot dry your tears, 

Where the Word of God cannot feed you, 

Where the miracles of God cannot be done for you, 

Where the presence of God cannot find you. 

These are promises God has given to us.

Our part is to surrender our will to God’s will.
John Wesley, founding father of the Methodist Church, wrote a prayer that helped him do this.

The prayer has been passed down the centuries to us--so that we too might


be helped by it:

           Covenant Prayer of John Wesley

(in unison)

I am no longer my own, but thine.

Put me to what thou wilt, rank me with whom thou wilt.

Put me to doing, put me to suffering.

Let me be employed for thee or laid aside for thee,

exalted for thee or brought low for thee.

Let me be full, let me be empty.

Let me have all things, let me have nothing.

I freely and heartily yield all things to thy pleasure and disposal.

And now, O glorious and blessed God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit,

thou art mine, and I am thine.

So be it.

And the covenant which I have made on earth,

let it be ratified in heaven. Amen.

