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On Finding the Will of God 

 

I think we all wish that God would simply write out His will for our lives, in the same way that I 

would rather get a prescription from the doctor than have to change my lifestyle or have invasive 

surgery. Sadly, God has other priorities for our growth and relationship with Him than simply 

giving us the right answer. In fact, giving us an immediate answer would undo many of God’s 

greater purposes: learning to entrust our future to Him, learning to rely on Him, cultivating 

intimacy, engaging our hearts in search of discernment, and so forth. A few bread crumbs each 

day, rather than the whole loaf of bread, ensures our coming back to the bird feeder. And that, it 

seems, is how God’s will is mediated to us—through divine bread crumbs (or manna) of wisdom 

and through our hunger to know, the embarrassingly selfish motivation for following the trail of 

crumbs closer and closer to the source. And what is truly amazing—beyond comprehension, 

actually—is that, though “all things were created by him and for him,” (Colossians 1:16) He 

tolerates our narcissistic approach to His throne.  

The idea that discerning God’s will ultimately draws us closer to Him is fairly intuitive. So 

intuitive, in fact, that I’m compelled to believe there’s much more going on in the exercise. I 

mean, if I think I’ve figured out the strategy of the world’s greatest chess player, he’s either 

probably not the world’s greatest chess player or I’m missing something. But at least it’s a 

starting point—a simplistic why, but a why nonetheless. And this simple why leaves me to move 

on, at least momentarily, to consider the hows. As people would rightly repudiate my own 

experience as a guide, we can find scriptural evidence for discerning God’s will in the following 

ways. Discerned through emotions: Your feelings can be influenced by the Spirit, and so likes 

and desires, as well as strong negative feelings, can provide clues to God’s leading. Discerned 

through reasoning: Logic can be a valuable tool in discerning God’s leading. A pro/con list is an 

example. Discerned through wisdom: Your accumulated knowledge of how God works in the 

Bible, the world, and your life can guide you. Discerned through circumstances: Open doors, 

closed doors, or an alignment of circumstances can point you to God’s direction. Discerned 

through the counsel of others: Christians who have a mature understanding of you and/or the 

Lord can provide guidance as to what God may be saying to you. Discerned through the 

Scripture: Most importantly, biblical principles inform our discernment of God’s will. Discerned 

through the mind: The Holy Spirit is not divorced from your mind or your distinct impressions. 

Dreams, thoughts, and images thus can be informed by God to give direction, and it is most often 

through prayer that we receive these. 

These different vehicles of God’s communication give us a palette of colors that, if mixed 

skillfully by a mature Christian, can yield a beautiful portrait of where God is leading. And 

therein, as they say, lies the rub—“if mixed skillfully.” An immature Christian will have a 

tendency to use only one color (say, emotions) and create a rather disturbing selfportrait (a 

reflection of his or her own wants and desires perhaps). If you were here and we were good 

friends, then I, having been a Christian for a long time, would suggest that we paint together. We 



could talk through and analyze your situation, and I could make sure you didn’t kick over the 

bucket of paint or coat the walls with an atrocious shade of violet. But you’re not here, and so 

we’ll have to settle for a basic-level course in painting or color theory: we’ll take a closer look at 

the different genres of God’s discourse with us. But first a disclaimer. To understand something, 

we need to analyze it—take it apart. But analysis is by nature atomistic and reductionistic: in the 

process, that which is being studied becomes less than what it is. And so the disclaimer is this: 

God’s will is as dynamic, and at times as mysterious, as the wind. Our color palette is a watery 

medium for capturing the true color of God’s speech, and our empowerment by the Spirit is a 

necessary prerequisite for perceiving it. Anyway, I just thought we ought to stare into the 

glorious and blinding light of God’s will before refracting it into the rainbow of bands that 

comprise it. 

Emotions 

As in every area of life, our emotions have an important voice in discerning God’s will. What we 

have to be careful of, however, is that emotions have a really loud and obnoxious voice. 

Emotions like to sit in the middle of a crowded room of other factors, screaming, crying, and 

manipulating all other faculties of judgment until they get their way. Fine, have it your way, you 

spoiled brat. It’s the power, passion, and subjectivity of emotions that lead many Christians to 

disregard their input on discerning God’s will. While that perspective is understandable, I think 

we miss something by banishing emotions from the discussion. God speaks to us as humans and, 

like it or not, emotions are a large part of what it means to be human. Yet we can’t be ignorant or 

be an enabler, and if we are to invite emotions to the table of discernment, we need some ground 

rules: we must force the barbarian to put on a tie and act civilized. In discerning God’s will, 

some of those ground rules are as follows. We should not make decisions based on emotions 

alone. Emotions need an objective chaperone to keep them in line, such as the counsel of others 

or strong circumstantial support. If you’re feeling something, but no one else is, there’s a good 

chance it’s just indigestion, and you court folly by moving forward without ratification from 

other people, other facts, other revelation. The voice of our emotions is usually a chorus, and so 

it’s also helpful to isolate the voices. This is one of the reasons that decisions concerning 

marriage and vocation are so difficult: there are conflicting emotions. “I don’t know if I want to 

marry you” can reflect such thoughts as I don’t know if I like your family, I was planning on 

going to grad school, I don’t want to have kids in the near future, and I find your presence 

generally repulsive. You must try to isolate the voices. I’ve talked to dozens of young people 

over the years about their confusion over going into the ministry. Ultimately I ask, “If you were 

independently wealthy and had no friends or family, what would you do with your life?” What 

I’m trying to do is help them separate out their different emotions—feelings for ministry from 

feelings about peer pressure, school loans, family approval, and financial support. To listen 

solely to emotions in discerning God’s will is to court disaster, but to exclude it is to handicap 

ourselves, blindfolding one of our senses. 

Logic and Reasoning 

Logic is the duct tape we need to put together the pieces of our confusing and disparate universe. 

Unlike our other discerning senses, logic is as tangible as a piece of produce, allowing us to sniff, 

squeeze, and weigh options. Logic is our default sense—our eyes—that we rely on hundreds of 



times a day. You don’t need to pray about whether to step out onto the freeway when a car is 

coming. Logic, in a microsecond, does the math: squishy humans plus heavy steel equals bad. 

(Logic has a limited vocabulary, as language is elsewhere in the brain.) Because reason is a sense 

that we are most familiar with, it is highly advisable for young Christians to rely heavily upon it 

in discerning God’s will. Young Christians do not yet have a biblically informed mind or years 

of wisdom in walking with the Lord, and as a result, their palette of colors is more limited. It’s 

often best for a young Christian (and not a bad idea for a mature Christians as well) to 

prayerfully make a pro/con list and weigh all factors bearing upon the decision. This is not 

unspiritual but only simplistic, and its only danger is that by relying upon it too much, we may 

never learn to use our other senses. In Scripture, Christians are clearly exhorted to be led and 

directed by the Spirit of God, and “the Spirit’s leading” is not a euphemism for logic, however 

uncomfortable that may make us. 

Wisdom 

Wisdom is practical applied knowledge. It is our pool of knowledge about how life works, how 

God works, how people work, and how we work. Discerning God’s will through wisdom is 

similar to geometry. You have a problem that is best approached through a specific truth, truism, 

or principle (theorem). Wisdom is the number of theorems you know, how well you know them, 

and whether you know which type of problem to use them on. If you scan the Bible’s wisdom 

literature, such as the book of Proverbs, you’ll find a list of such theorems: truisms about God, 

the world, people, and ourselves. (Some of them can almost seem contradictory, underscoring 

that the heart of wisdom is in knowing when to apply which truth.) Let’s say you don’t have 

enough money to pay your bills. This is a problem. But what principle should you apply? Is this 

a time to wait and trust God to supply, a time to ask for a raise, a time to change jobs, or a time 

to rethink your lifestyle? Is God telling you to budget, save, resign, repent, tithe, work, pray, or 

trust? Or is this a spiritual attack? Living wisely is the practice of applying practical experience 

to sniff out the difference and, at the very least, narrow the options. But this is not all the Bible 

has to say about wisdom, for it is not simply a formula of intellect plus experience equals 

wisdom, but the equation also factors in the heart and experiential knowledge of God. The book 

of Proverbs puts it this way: “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge 

of the Holy One is understanding” (Proverbs 9:10, NIV). The attitude of the heart being 

described is one of humility and submission: a heart that acknowledges the supremacy of God’s 

ways above our own, that contritely recognizes the folly of our own motives and will, and that 

submits itself to God’s sovereign workings— disciplines, blessings, provisions, and direction. 

Such a heart attitude leads to a deep and vital relationship and experience of God and to wisdom 

far beyond proverbs of His activities. Perhaps this example will make the distinction clear. When 

I was about three, my mother told me not to walk across the street without looking. I learned 

dozens of these safety proverbs. But as I grew up and grew in my relationship with her, I 

understood that the heart behind the proverb was love for me and concern for my safety—I 

understood the person behind the proverb. I think one of the things the author of Proverb is 

trying to communicate is that knowing the person behind the Proverbs (God) is a whole lot more 

effective (wise) than memorizing a thousand proverbs of His activities without such intimate 

knowledge. The problem new believers have with wisdom is that they don’t really have any. Not 

intimate experiential wisdom about how God works, anyway. Not yet. They do, however, have 

helpful applied knowledge about life and themselves that can aid in decision making. But if they 



are going to make use of godly wisdom (which they should), they’ll need to seek it outside 

themselves. This wisdom is dispensed in one of two sources. First, mature believers are trained 

detectives in discerning God’s will. Having tracked Him for years, they can recognize His 

footprints in the muddy swamps of apparent chaos and randomness, discerning which direction 

He seems to be headed. The second source of wisdom is God Himself: “If any of you lacks 

wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be 

given to him” (James 1:5). Although we have no basis to know which choice is best, God can 

help us discern. Therefore, an answer cannot come from our past experience (our own wisdom); 

it must be mediated by one of the other venues, such as impressions, circumstances, or 

reasoning. In such cases God is not implanting experiential wisdom (memories we never had) in 

our minds but communicating His wisdom to us. This is “wisdom that comes from heaven” 

(James 3:17). Thus, even as young Christians, we are not cut off from wisdom’s counsel, though 

we do not possess much of it ourselves. 

Circumstances 

Like notes in a song, the arrangement of circumstances can betray the mind and intent of the 

songwriter (God). Patterns of circumstances can be clustered in various ways: how God has 

spoken to you in the past, strings of open doors, redundancy in how God has used you, repetition 

of advice leaning determinatively toward one alternative, and so on. This isn’t a bad steering 

wheel by which to navigate the future, but never underestimate the ability of God’s children to 

wreck their Father’s car. This method of discernment can go off the track in one of two ways. 

The search for patterns within circumstances can become a search for a sign. Hey, this burn mark 

on my grilled cheese sandwich looks like the boot of Italy. I guess I’m supposed to go there as a 

missionary. Of the variegated ways God could speak to you, I’d guess your grilled cheese 

sandwich is way down the list. While God could inscribe His commandments on a piece of 

sourdough bread as easily as on a slab of stone, He typically does not use such “signs,” because 

it instigates superstition and irresponsibility within us and it ignores the fact that Satan can cook 

a mean grilled cheese sandwich himself. The other problem with “signs,” as opposed to 

legitimate patterns of circumstances, is that we tend to see what we want to see. Have you ever 

thought something like this? If the traffic light turns green in the next five seconds, I should ask 

her out on a date. Typically, if we really want to ask the person out, when the light turns green, 

we’ll see it as confirmation. And if it doesn’t, we’ll ignore it. This was a silly exercise that means 

absolutely nothing. Ideally, the circumstances that you look to should be organically related to 

the issue at hand. If you have been presented with a ministry opportunity, for example, you could 

ask whether God has used you in this way in the past. And the pattern should be observed over a 

large swatch of time as well as witnessed by others. “Yeah, God does seem to use you in that 

way.” With that said, if a 200-foot-high flaming grilled cheese sandwich appears over the person 

you were thinking of asking out, you might, well, ask her out. 

The Counsel of Others 

I have already sung the praise and extolled the wisdom of mature believers as sounding boards 

and experienced detectives of God’s will. In fact, I have praised them so much that it has no 

doubt made them prideful and arrogant and perhaps no longer useful. But I should follow such 

words of praise with a caveat (this is going to really sound cynical): everybody has a bias. If 



there is one drawback to the counsel of mature believers, it is that often they seem less biased 

than they really are. This doesn’t mean they don’t have godly wisdom—they do. It only means 

that you should factor in a potential bias. I wouldn’t, however, say this is a weakness. Others in 

your life care about you and want what’s best for you; it’s just that their picture of what’s best is 

to some degree biased. They (whoever “they” are) are not God. That’s all I’m saying. And so 

you would be wise to bring in the advise of several trusted, mature friends, not just one, and 

perhaps the greatest criteria for a wise counselor is how the Apostle Paul describes Timothy: “I 

have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare” (Philippians 2:20). 

That’s what you want; someone whose agenda is you. 

Scripture 

As the worker opened the cash register at Starbucks today, I immediately began to pray, “Oh 

God, lead me. Is it Your will for me to club the cashier and stuff the wad of $20’s in my 

pocket?” No, that didn’t happen. But do you see the point? General principles concerning God’s 

will abound in Scripture, and discernment is superfluous where God’s will has been made 

explicit. But I’m not just talking about explicit scriptural statements, as important as they are. 

Over time, over years, as our minds marinate in the Scriptures, we grow in our understanding of 

God to the extent that we are able to discern His will on issues far from explicit in the Bible. Just 

like in my marriage, I could project with a great deal of accuracy what my wife would say to 

questions I’ve never heard her answer. I just know her very well. It is in this way, through both 

the explicit and the implicit, that God’s Word leads us in His will. As opposed to the other way: 

randomly opening to any page in the Bible prompted by the question “Is my roommate the 

Antichrist?” This confuses the Bible for a fortune cookie or magic eight ball. To such a question, 

I can only respond, “I’m seeing a dark cloud of confusion shrouding your future.” 

Mind, Dreams, and Impressions 

In some ways, I’d prefer for God not speak to me in these ways because it kind of creeps me out. 

And perhaps He never will, as God often relates to us in ways we are comfortable being related 

to. But the Bible contains all manner of visions, dreams, and prophecies, and we’d be silly 

mortals if we attempted to limit God or doubt His ability to use such methods today. I’m no 

expert on metaphysics, but the giving of dreams and visions bespeaks God’s ability to bypass our 

normal “knowing” faculties and relate information directly to our minds. The fact that He could, 

but often doesn’t, underscores that His primary goal is not simply to give us the right answer but 

rather to grow us in our knowledge and relationship with Him through the process. But rest 

assured, if getting you information becomes mission critical—like if you were the parents of the 

Messiah and a king was sending his soldiers to massacre every child in town—He could arouse 

you from sleep and dispatch you with marching orders at a moment’s notice. Impressions, which 

seem less spooky and perhaps more common, can only be described as an inaudible whisper in 

the ear from the Spirit of God. If it is an important decision, I would not act on these without 

corroboration from some of the other senses mentioned. An interview with a non-Christian artist, 

musician, or writer would explain why. The intuitive or creative muse is a human faculty, almost 

indistinguishable from a spiritual impression. In fact, God’s impressions may come mediated 

through this intuitive faculty. Thus an intuitive whisper is no different than a thought, dream, 



emotion, or circumstance: it can be endowed with spiritual significance by the Spirit of God … 

or not. 

Using a Full Palate 

Okay, let’s say you tied me up, blindfolded me, clogged my nostrils with carrots, gagged me 

with my own socks, and put mittens on my ears. Now, as part of your sick experiment, you told 

me to find the local 7-11. Untying myself, I can at least feel my way well enough to get out the 

door. Ripping the mittens off my ears, I can now hear cars and traf- fic and make my way to the 

road. Removing the carrot corks from my nose, I can smell hot dogs that have been grilling since 

last Thursday— I’m getting close. In fact, the more senses I use, the easier it becomes to locate 

the object of my desire: the 7-11. An admittedly bizarre illustration, but I hope it makes the 

point. The different vehicles by which God communicates to us are like senses, and my goal is to 

use as many as possible, seeking with each to affirm and corroborate what the other senses are 

telling me. I’m looking for alignment in the data. I’m looking to be a good detective assembling 

all the clues. I’m looking for all my senses to be telling me the same thing. 

Primary Colors 

As I’ve already noted, there really is a God’s Will 101 and a God’s Will 301. Young Christians 

are the most prone to dabble in the more miraculous and subjective of the modes of 

communication (they’re sexier), while crustier old Christians tend to default to the safer venues 

of wisdom and reasoning. The order should be switched. Young Christians, not familiar with the 

spiritual terrain, should stick with the primary colors of God’s communication, while mature 

Christians should desire to experience God in new ways, challenging their traditions, and taste 

new wine. And yet all of this work—all of it—is worthless if our heart is unaligned and 

unsubmitted to Christ’s lordship. Whatever data I’ve collected becomes irrelevant because I can 

always make it say what I want it to say; I can always fudge the numbers. If I make a pro/con 

list, I’ll weight the side I want to win; I’ll see only those circumstances that affirm the direction 

in which I want to head. With my flesh sabotaging the investigation, I will suppress important 

evidence and manufacture false testimony. The only way to get at the truth is to put myself under 

oath. That oath is the willful submission to do God’s will above all things. In the following 

verses from Romans, the apostle Paul firmly establishes the relationship between submitting 

ourselves unreservedly to Christ and knowing God’s will— “his good, pleasing and perfect 

will.” I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy 

and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 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. (Romans 12:1-2) If you 

desire to do God’s will above all else—above all selfish desires— you can rest with complete 

and utter confidence in the conviction that God will direct you. He may use any number of the 

ways we looked at to communicate to you, but communicate He will. 

Reflection 

1.  In what ways have you experienced God’s leading in the past?  



2. Of all of the different ways God communicates His will, how does He most often lead you? 

3. What decision(s) are you currently wrestling with, and what clues have you observed so far?  

4. Can you honestly say that you desire God’s will above all things?  

5. If God were simply to tell you what you should do next, how might this negatively affect your 

spiritual life?  

6. Why do you think that waiting is such a significant part of God’s will?  

7. Who are the wise people in your life with whom you can process God’s will and leading?  

8. To get at your heart, ask yourself, if there were no financial or relational barriers—no 

expectations to deal with—what would I really want to do?  
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