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Introduction 
What I’m about to say today may seem very unspiritual to you; maybe even 

controversial, but I prayed about it and it is God’s will that I say it. 

No.  Actually I prayed about it and studied hard and talked to people and I think 

this is what the Bible says.  So here goes. 

But first let’s start off considering the general ethos of our culture today.  We like 

our special effects, don’t we?  Our extravaganzas.  We constantly want things bigger and 

better.  Post-WWII Americans simply have no concept of delayed gratification.  Ours is 

an era of incessant entertainment and fast food.  We want pretty much everything to be 

out-of-this-world at the push of a button. 

Joe Queenan, critic and author whose writings have been featured in places like 

The New York Times and GQ Magazine says of his generation: 

 

Chief among our problems is the absolute inability to accept the ordinary.  

A baseball game used to be a baseball game but now it replaces bar 

mitzvahs and first holy communions, weddings and funerals as a moment 

of eschatological significance….  Because [we] are obsessed with living in 

the moment, [we] insist that every experience be a watershed, every meal 

extraordinary, every friendship epochal, every concert superb, every 

sunset meta-celestial.  Life just isn’t like that.  Most meals are okay…  

Most concerts are decent…  Turning spectacularly humdrum occurrences 

into formal rites[, we] have transmuted even the most banal activities into 

events.
1
 

 

 In the church I think we have capitulated to this cultural pathology.  Eugene 

Peterson once wrote a book whose title picked up on a phrase by Kirkegaard – A Long 

Obedience in the Same Direction: Discipleship in an Instant Society.  Unfortunately, 

most Christians aren’t taught to view their life of faith as “a long obedience in the same 
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direction.”  Many are led to believe that the Christian life is meant to be one big 

adrenaline rush.  We want everything to be spectacular, extra-ordinary, fun. 

 But as Michael Horton puts it, “Let’s face it: church isn’t ordinarily fun.  It’s like 

watching corn grow.  On an average month of Sundays every believer should find church 

a little boring.”
2
  God’s ordinary means of working are through the regular rhythm of 

Word and Sacrament Sunday after Sunday, the routines of Bible reading and prayer, the 

commonplace of everyday relationships, the mundane moments of life lived in service to 

God and society.  Expository preaching presumes this.  I’m not trying to wow you every 

week with some life-changing new insight or snappy series parodying the latest hit 

television show, but we’re just steadily plodding through whole books of the Bible week-

in and week-out, year after year.  But we want the fireworks.  We want the obviously 

supernatural.  But the Christian life is most often like watching corn grow. 

 That doesn’t mean God can’t or doesn’t interrupt and surprise his church from 

time to time with explosive growth, amazing experiences, revival.  History shows he has 

and we pray that we can be part of something like this again.  But we can’t manufacture it 

and we shouldn’t expect it all the time.  There’s a reason why Jonathan Edwards called 

revival a ‘surprising work of God’. 

Neither am I saying that when one’s Christian life is examined as a whole it won’t 

be punctuated with periods of intense activity of the Spirit and amazing highlights.  But 

extraordinary events are by definition extra-ordinary – rare and special occurrences that 

come in the middle of the usual and ordinary. 

 I’m not just trying to brace you so that you don’t become disillusioned with 

Christianity and find out it’s all really a sham.  I’m not trying to trick you by altering 

your expectations or make excuses to cover up some kind of failure in the gospel.  I’m 

trying to help you understand how life works.  Richard Winter has a book titled Still 

Bored in a Culture of Entertainment: Rediscovering Passion and Wonder that lays out 

the bankruptcy of a perpetual pursuit of zing; how it really is a dead end and stunts true 

joy.  Secular commentators are seeing this too.  Just think of Neil Postman’s famous 

book, Amusing Ourselves to Death.  Patience is a virtue.  Good things do take time.  It’s 

woven into the fabric of our world – a good red wine needs aging, babies gestate, trees 

take decades sometimes centuries to reach their majestic stature. 

 So what does all of this have to do with Ephesians 5:17 and understanding what 

the Lord’s will is?  For most people familiar with contemporary Christian lingo a big deal 

is usually made out of “finding out God’s will,” “being in the center of God’s will,” 

“knowing what God’s will is for my life.”  We want to hear voices and get goosebumps 

and have God come to us in a dream and tell us what socks to wear this morning.  So 

many people are confused or depressed because they are waiting for God to make clear to 

them exactly what they’re supposed to be doing – which major to pick, which person to 

marry, which house to buy, which job to take, which school to send your kids to… 

They want an extraordinary sign.  And God can and does direct in some pretty 

supernatural ways… sometimes.  But again that’s extra-ordinary.  It’s not his ordinary 

means.  And we shouldn’t expect or demand him to do that.  Let the visions or the voices 

surprise you if they’re going to happen (and they may not).  But today, I want to help you 

understand God’s ordinary means of guidance in decision-making.  I want you to 

understand what Paul means when he says, “Do not be foolish, but understand what the 
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Lord’s will is.”  In short, it means just this: you’re a fool if you wait around for writing 

in the sky; read the writing in the Bible and do stuff! 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Wisdom 

 Last week we saw Paul talking about wisdom – “Be very careful… how you live 

– not as unwise but as wise” (v. 15).  And he applied that to how Christians should use 

their time.  Today he continues that theme and applies it to how Christians should make 

decisions.  “Therefore [on account of this call to wisdom and the corresponding necessity 

to make the best use of the time], do not be foolish…” 

Last week we looked briefly at the OT Wisdom literature as represented by the 

books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes.  The word ‘fool’ or ‘foolish’ occurs close to 100x in 

those two books.  Folly is the antithesis to wisdom; foolish is the opposite of wise.  And 

wisdom, we saw last week, was applied knowledge.  It is understanding of the Lord 

worked out in the practical details of everyday situations and relationships.  A fool “lacks 

discernment in practical living.”
3
  This person wastes his time and needless to say doesn’t 

make very good choices.  It’s important to make note of the fact that Paul’s imperative 

here is still cloaked in the context of wisdom. 

 

God’s Will 
 “Do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.”  ‘Understand’ here 

generally means to get something that’s been revealed (cf. Mt. 13:14; Lk. 24:45), not to 

decode something that’s hidden.  The term ‘Lord’ in Ephesians seems to always be used 

to refer specifically to the Lord Jesus Christ so we should interpret that way here, but 

Jesus is God, he and the Father and the Spirit are all on the same page so it’s safe to see 

this phrase as parallel to other places in the Bible where it speaks of ‘God’s will’. 

 So what does the Bible mean when it speaks of God’s will?  The first way it is 

used is to describe what God sovereignly ordains to come to pass, as Augustine said, 

“The will of God is the necessity of all things.”  Jesus himself said, “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” (Mt. 10:29).  God has a plan for the world – “Remember the former 

things of old; for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me, 

declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times things not yet done, saying, 

‘My counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my purpose’” (Is. 46:9-10; ESV).  Acts 

2:23 is clear that Jesus was crucified according to “God’s set purpose and 

foreknowledge.”  God also has a plan for the details of individual’s lives; the psalmist 

declares – “All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them 

came to be” (Ps. 139:16). 

Wisdom acknowledges that “the Lord works out everything for his own ends” 

(Prov. 16:14).  No clearer passage can be found than the one at the beginning of 

Ephesians where we saw that God “works out everything in conformity with the purpose 

of his will” (1:11).  He is sovereign.  He is in control.  He has a plan.  This meaning of 

God’s will is referred to by theologians as his ‘decretive will’ or ‘will of decree’ or as 

Kevin DeYoung puts it in his helpful little book on this topic – “God always gets his 

way.” 
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DeYoung also describes another aspect of God’s will being this – “God points out 

the way.”  First there is God’s will of decree, but also in Scripture we see God’s will of 

desire.  “It is God’s will,” Paul says in 1 Thessalonians 4:3, “that you should be 

sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality…”  That is the will of God.  

Obviously people indulge in sexual immorality so this isn’t talking about God’s 

inscrutable purposes and sovereign will ordained from eternity past.  It’s talking about his 

commands.  This is also referred to as his moral will.  “Be joyful always; pray 

continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ 

Jesus” (1Thess. 5:16-18).  1 John 2:15-17: 

 

Do not love the world or anything in the world.  If anyone loves the world, 

the love of the Father is not in him.  For everything in the world – the 

cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has 

and does – comes not from the Father but from the world.  The world and 

its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever. 

 

 So these are the two ways the Bible speaks of God’s will – decretive and moral; 

his will of decree and his will of desire.  But there’s a third way many Christians like to 

speak of God’s will – his will of direction.  This is probably the conventional 

understanding of God’s will in many circles and I’m here to tell you it’s misguided.  Just 

in case you don’t know what I’m referring to, let me quote from a guy named Gerald 

Sittser as he describes it: 

 

Conventional understanding of God’s will defines it as a specific pathway 

we should follow into the future.  God knows what this pathway is, and he 

has laid it out for us to follow.  Our responsibility is to discover this 

pathway – God’s plan for our lives.  We must discover which of the many 

pathways we could follow is the one we should follow, the one God has 

planned for us.  If and when we make the right choice, we will receive his 

favor, fulfill our divine destiny and succeed in life…. If we choose rightly, 

we will experience his blessing and achieve success and happiness.  If we 

choose wrongly, we may lose our way, miss God’s will for our lives, and 

remain lost forever in an incomprehensible maze.
4
 

 

Does that framework sound familiar?  It makes life out to be a kind of corn maze 

full of dead ends and only one way out; a choose-your-own-adventure novel; a bulls-eye 

with the center of God’s will in the middle and second best everywhere else.  DeYoung 

assesses things this way – “Trusting in God’s will of decree is good.  Following His will 

of desire is obedient.  Waiting for God’s will of direction is a mess.”
5
 

 

Problems with God’s Will of Direction 

 Why?  What are the problems with God’s will of direction?  First of all, it’s not 

biblical.  Nowhere does the Bible refer to God’s will in terms of his will of direction.  In 

other words, nowhere are we charged with the task of divining God’s secret will ahead of 

time.  In fact, God is against divination (Dt. 18:10).  And Deuteronomy 29:29 (one of my 

favorite verses) puts God’s will of decree and will of desire side-by-side saying, “The 
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secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our 

children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.”  We can only know God’s 

will of decree with certainty by looking at history.  We aren’t supposed to try to find a 

crystal ball, this text implies, just study his revealed will of desire and act accordingly 

with wisdom (more on this in a moment). 

But what about Gideon’s fleece?  Read in context that’s probably a capitulation to 

cowardice.  And let me just tell you: beware of finding any examples for godly living 

from the book of Judges – it was a messed up time. 

Lot’s of funky things did happen in the OT.  “In the past God spoke… at many 

times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb. 

1:1-2).  “Aha, but what about all those amazing stories in the book of Acts – after Jesus’ 

death, resurrection, and ascension – about visions and dreams and promptings?”  Yes, but 

two things: (1) after closer inspection those seem to be unusual even for the apostles; they 

ordinarily conferred and made plans and strategized based upon what seemed reasonable.  

And (2) those handful of stories of God revealing which fork in the road to take, if you 

look closely, are all unsolicited; the apostles didn’t seek them out!  Neither should we.  

God can tell you to go somewhere or do something, but don’t sit around waiting for it.  

And if you think he does, (a) it needs to be tested, and (b) it will probably be something 

tied to the strategic advancement of the gospel, not whether you should buy a Honda or a 

Toyota. 

Some other problems with a view of God’s will as a will of direction include: 

 

(1) It misrepresents the role of the Holy Spirit.  DeYoung tells the story of one of 

his roommates in college.  He was a Christian.  He asked out a nice, Christian girl for a 

date.  They seemed to have a good time.  They kept talking until one day he professed his 

affections and intentions to pursue her.  “But instead of just saying ‘I’m not interested’ or 

‘I don’t like you’ or ‘Quit stalking me’ or something, she went all spiritual on him.  ‘I’ve 

been praying a lot about you,’ she demurred, ‘and the Holy Spirit told me no.’  ‘No?’ my 

confused roommate asked.  ‘No… never,’ she replied.” 

 DeYoung continues, “Poor guy – he got rejected, not only by this sweet girl, but 

by the Holy Spirit.  The third person of the Trinity took a break from pointing people to 

Jesus to tell this girl not to date my roommate.  I didn’t know that was in the Spirit’s job 

description.”
6
  It’s not.  The Spirit’s work is to make us behold Jesus and thus want to 

live for his glory and be conformed to his character.  He is a matchmaker: he directs our 

gaze to Jesus so we can fall in love with him.  And he dwells in us so as to continually 

direct us to the crucified, resurrected, and now ascended Christ.  He’s not just some 

guidance counselor that rides around on your shoulder and whispers in your ear what you 

should do. 

 (2) This leads to another problem.  J.I. Packer puts it this way: “The idea of a life 

in which the inward voice of the Spirit decides and directs everything sounds most 

attractive, for it seems to exalt the Spirit’s ministry and to promise the closest intimacy 

with God; but in practice this quest for superspirituality leads only to frantic 

bewilderment or lunacy.”
7
  Lunacy in a minute, but first bewilderment.  This view can 

make people confused and despairing.  You’ll find many of those with a bulls-eye view 

of God’s will to be very troubled all the time, fearful that they have somehow stepped out 
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of the center of God’s will.  This does not seem to be the boldness and confidence that 

God’s moral will seems to encourage (2Tim. 1:7). 

 One thing that causes people to question a decision – whether they got off ‘the 

path’ – is suffering.  “Oh no!  If I hadn’t made that choice, I wouldn’t be experiencing 

this right now; God is punishing me.”  Listen: suffering doesn’t mean you made a wrong 

choice or got the signs confused.  If you’re a Christian, suffering is part of God’s good 

will for your life (cf. 1Pe. 4:19).  And when things get hard, God more often than not 

wants to teach us patience and perseverance and trust, not to give up and think we 

somehow chose the wrong door.  This approach ends up being quite cruel. 

 (3) Lunacy.  And it makes people do crazy things; bad crazy, not good crazy (the 

freedom of the approach I’m proposing actually helps you take God-honoring risks).  One 

recent book out there by a popular Christian writer is entitled Walking With God: Talk to 

Him.  Hear From Him.  Really.  It suggests that we “listen for God’s voice at every 

possible fork in the road.  Should I send this e-mail?  Should I paint the bathroom?  

Should I stay late at work?  Should I go to the ranch or stay home?  What book of the 

Bible should I read this morning?  Which chapter?  Is this a good day for fishing?  Should 

I go on a hike?  Do you want to heal our dog?  Should we go on the camping trip?  When 

should we go?  (The Lord said April 21-24, by the way.)  Should we get a new puppy?”  

One goes crazy living this way. 

This same author tells “about his horse-riding accident and the regret he lived 

with after the fact because he asked the Lord if he should ride, but he never asked the 

Lord where he should ride.  He recalled praying over the horses and feeling ‘like it 

wasn’t working,’ but he went out anyway because he just wanted to go for a ride.”
8
  I find 

this story very saddening.  And I can’t see how living this way wouldn’t cause you to go 

insane. 

(4) Another problem with a view of God’s will that has us expecting him to tell us 

specifically what to do in all kinds of decisions like where to move, where to go to 

college, what job to take is that it can be used as a conversation stopper.  This is actually 

very annoying to me as a pastor because it undermines accountability and responsibility.  

“So tell me why you’re choosing to do this?  It doesn’t seem like the best option.  Can 

you tell me your rationale and how it squares with this principle in Scripture?”  “Well… 

we were led…” or “God told me to!” or “He showed me it’s his will.”  Well it’s hard to 

argue with that!  It puts you above accountability and undermines responsibility.  And 

sometimes people will use the “I stepped outside of God’s will” trump card to justify all 

kinds of behavior like ending marriages, breaking promises, or schizophrenically jumping 

around all the time which God’s Word actually has much to say on. 

(5) Finally, it breeds passivity.  This view of God’s will can actually encourage 

laziness.  We’re overwhelmed in our day and age with choices and combined with the 

need to find God’s will we can get paralyzed.  I’m not saying make reckless decisions.  

The Bible does call us to wait on God, but consider this news story from a couple of 

years ago: 

 

MAN, 91, DIES WAITING FOR WILL OF GOD 
Tupelo, Miss. – Walter Houston, described by family members as a 

devoted Christian, died Monday after waiting seventy years for God to 

give him clear direction about what to do with his life. 
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 “He hung around the house and prayed a lot, but just never got that 

confirmation,” his wife Ruby says.  “Sometimes he thought he heard 

God’s voice, but then he wouldn’t be sure, and he’d start the process all 

over again.” 

 Houston, she says, never really figured out what his life was about, 

but felt content to pray continuously about what he might do for the Lord.  

Whenever he was about to take action, he would pull back, “because he 

didn’t want to disappoint God or go against him in any way.” Ruby says.  

“He was very sensitive to always remaining in God’s will.  That was 

primary to him.”
9
 

 

That’s actually a joke originally posted on an Onion-like website called 

www.larknews.com, but it’s all too close to reality, isn’t it?  So many people are frittering 

away their lives unsure of what to do because they can’t determine ‘God’s will’ for them.  

What glorifies and honors God most is humbly, prayerfully, thoughtfully, wisely, 

biblically informedly going out and doing stuff! 

 To sum up, DeYoung says, “Such preoccupation with finding God’s will, as well-

intentioned as the desire may be, is more folly than freedom.”
10

  And it’s interesting that 

Ephesians 5:17 starts off by saying, “Do not be foolish.”  So one respected commentator 

commenting on this verse actually says, “Personalized concerns about ‘guidance’ may, in 

fact, be evidence of a folly which stands in contrast to, and needs to be corrected by, a 

true understanding of the Lord’s will.”
11

 

 

Paul’s Command in Ephesians 5:17 

So what does Paul have in mind when he admonishes Christians to “not be 

foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is?”  If he’s not talking about some will of 

direction, what is he talking about?  The two options are his will of decree or his will of 

desire. 

It’s interesting that in the first half of Ephesians God’s sovereign will is talked 

about twice: once as we saw in 1:11 and the other time in 1:9 in reference to his gracious 

plan of redemption – “And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his 

good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ” (1:9).  That would be his will of decree as 

unfolded specifically in salvation-history. 

In the second half of the book we have God’s will talked about twice: once here 

and the other time in 6:6 in reference to slaves – “Obey them [your masters] not only to 

win their favor when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God 

from your heart.”  Obviously, that would be his will of desire. 

It would make sense in this section on practical living that “the Lord’s will” in 

5:17 is also referring to his will of desire, his commands, his imperatives.  So Paul would 

saying, “Don’t live foolishly, but study up on how God has said people should live and 

make choices in accordance.  Familiarize yourself thoroughly with his laws, with his 

expectations, with his instructions, as recorded in Scripture.  Don’t just go on hunches, 

urges, and voices in your head, get into the Bible and let it guide you!” 

Even if Paul has in mind here God’s sovereign will he surely wouldn’t mean “Try 

to know the future,” but rather he’d be saying, “Study up on how God has orchestrated 

history to climax in a gracious provision of salvation in Christ and make choices in 
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accordance.  Familiarize yourself thoroughly with the gospel, the history of redemptive, 

the centrality of Christ to all of God’s plans and purposes, as recorded in Scripture.  

Don’t just go on hunches, urges, and voices in your head, get into the Bible and let it 

transform your perspective so you make good choices.” 

Either way (and my guess is it’s the first), the main thing is that he is saying, 

“You’re a fool if you wait around for writing in the sky; read the writing in the 

Bible (where God’s will is recorded) and do stuff!” 

 

The Way of Wisdom 

This is the way of wisdom.  The problem is that in our day and age we’re always 

looking for shortcuts.  We want God to make it easy and tell us what to do.  But as 

DeYoung puts it so well, “God is not a Magic 8-Ball we shake up and peer into whenever 

we have a decision to make.  He is a good God who gives us brains, shows us the way of 

obedience, and invites us to take risks for Him.”
12

  Or as F.F. Bruce says, “The doing of 

his will is not a matter of irrational impulse but of intelligent reflection and action.”
13

  

Walking with God takes work. 

We saw last week that the Proverbs decry the sluggard who won’t get out and get 

stuff done.  But they also decry the fool whose “feet are quick to rush into evil” (Prov. 

6:18).  How does it say you walk wisely?  Well it says a lot, but it starts with a fear of the 

Lord (Prov. 1:7) – do you know him in Christ?  And then it entails applying “your heart 

to instruction and your ears to words of knowledge” (Prov. 23:12).  That means getting 

into God’s Word, soaking in it, letting it renew your mind, having the Holy Spirit speak 

to you there about what’s God’s done in Christ and how he wants you to live in response 

to that.  It’s here that we experience God’s love for us and grow in love for him and are 

guided in how to love others. 

The Bible tells you the kind of person you should marry, but it doesn’t name 

names (if she loves the Lord and you like her and she’s not married to someone else and 

you’re not married, marry her… and expect it to be hard).  It tells you the general outlook 

you should have on money, but it doesn’t specify what to buy.  It gives you guiding 

principles on modesty and vanity, but won’t pick out your wardrobe for you.  Life 

decisions call for biblically informed wisdom. 

Proverbs 12:15 also tells us to seek out counsel – “The way of a fool seems right 

to him, but a wise man listens to advice.”  John Stott puts it this way: “Detailed decisions 

have to be made after careful thought and prayer and the seeking of advice from mature 

and experienced believers.”
14

  Thinking upon Scripture.  Praying through motives and 

fears and asking for wisdom.  And then allowing others in the church to help you make 

big decisions. 

And then going and doing stuff… for the glory of God and the good of others, 

knowing that “in his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps” 

(Prov. 16:9).  It’s not that we don’t make plans, but that we “trust in the Lord with all 

[our hearts] and lean not on [our] own understanding; in all [our] ways acknowledge him, 

and [then rest in the fact that] he will make [our] paths straight” (Prov. 3:5-6).  His 

sovereign will is a great comfort.  You see, there’s actually a greater intimacy and 

relationship available in the way of wisdom than in the way of constantly trying to read 

the signs and walk the tight rope.  May we pursue wisdom! 
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The Lord’s Table 
 You know, the beautiful thing about Christianity is that there’s forgiveness.  If we 

act foolishly, there’s forgiveness.  All our bad decisions in the past can be forgotten and 

we can move forward in freedom.  Even though we are sinners we can be bold sinners 

because of Christ’s body and blood broken and poured out for us… 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 2, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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