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GOD LEADS HIS PEOPLE
(Acts 16:6-10)

SUBJECT:  Guidance.
F.C.F:  How can I know what God wants me to do?
PROPOSITION:  Because God has revealed his will in the Bible, we must look 
for our guidance from the Bible.
INTRODUCTION:

A.  I knew Tom many years ago.  He worked as an announcer at a local radio station—low pay and lousy hours.  He didn’t like his job very much, and when I asked him why he stayed, he replied, “I don’t know what else to do.”  He was waiting for the Lord to reveal his will to him, but did not know what the Lord wanted him to do.  So he plodded on at a job he didn’t like (and wasn’t particularly good at), waiting for the Lord to show him what to do.  


Bob was a young man who was soon to be graduating from high school.  He knew what he would like to do with his life, but he wasn’t sure about the details.  Several adults he trusted had given him bits of conflicting advice about which specific path he should follow.  Some strongly urged him to find out God’s will.  “If you don’t discover God’s will for your life, then you will make many mistakes along the way, and you will always live with God’s second-best.  You may even waste your life.  The only problem was that they never told Bob just exactly how he was to find God’s will.  


Sue had been offered a new position in sales, something she had never tried before.  It would mean that she would have to leave her stead job as an executive assistant and strike off into the less-predictable world of travel, meetings, presentations, and sales commissions.  She did not know what to do.  One day while she was doing her devotions, Sue read Isaiah 52:11:  “Depart, depart, go out from there….”  She took this as a sign that God was revealing his will.  She accepted the job in sales.  


B.  I tell these real stories because our text in Acts 16 brings us to the subject of God’s guidance.  When I was younger, I was taught things very similar to what I described in these stories:  “God has an individual will for each believer, a detailed, specific plan which we must somehow discover in order to stay ‘in the center of God’s will.’  If we do not discern God’s will at some crossroads in our life, we may make a irreversible false step, and so always have to live with God’s second best.  And texts like the one before us in Acts 16 may be used as support.  “Paul and Silas sought to discover God’s will, and he revealed it to them,” we may be told.


C.  But is that what happened in the story? And is that how the Apostles operated? The answer is no.  In fact, we find no clear command in the New Testament that we are to try to find out God’s specific will, and we are never given any counsel in how to do so.  We must be very careful.  I’m convinced that this teaching about “finding God’s will for your life” is not scriptural at all, but rather has its roots in paganism.  And this false teaching has sometimes led God’s people astray into inactivity, as with Tom, or needless turmoil, as in the case of Bob, or into a kind of faulty, lazy, superstitious decision making, as we saw in Sue.     
I.  DESCRIPTIVE AND PRESCRIPTIVE. 


A.  We must remember here a truth that we have discussed often in our study of Acts.  When we read narrative or story material in Scripture, we are reading about events that the author is merely describing.  Those events are certainly true and for our instruction as a part of God’s Word.  But it does not follow that we are always to imitate what is reported.  The mere description of behavior is not necessarily a prescription for how we are to act and respond.  We saw this a couple of weeks ago.  Paul and Barnabas could not agree on whether or not to take John Mark along on their second missionary journey, so they separated from each other.  But this fact does not lay down the general principle that whenever there is a disagreement, we must always separate.  


In Acts 2, we found that the members of the church pooled their resources in a kind of voluntary communalism.  But that did not mean that all believers ever after have to do the same.  That is mere description.  We find the prescription, the commands, in the New Testament letters.  That’s where the Apostles laid down the rules and decrees that are binding on all of us.


B.  So we see that this missionary band was given special directions by God.  But that does not mean that we should seek or even expect the same thing.  We must look to the rest of the New Testament to find out how we are to understand and receive God’s leading and guidance.  And when we do, we find something remarkable.  We never find any commands whatsoever to seek out special guidance from the Lord.  Never.  The kind of guidance that Tom was waiting for, or that Bob was urged to seek, or that Sue thought she had received is never commanded in the New Testament.  In fact, it is not even mentioned.  So this notion that is quite common in our day, that we must seek God’s special, specific, step-by-step directions for our everyday life, or even that a church must somehow discern God’s special will in making its decisions, must have come from some other source than the New Testament, because it is never commanded there.  

II. ORDINARY AND EXTRAORDINARY.   


A.  Another distinction we should make, a distinction that appears in the book of Acts itself, is between the ordinary and the extraordinary.  Sometimes God intervenes, sovereignly, according to his timing and will.  These times are extraordinary.  But usually, he does not.  Usually the church goes about serving him and doing his will in very ordinary circumstances, even though God is still active and accomplishing his plan.  

Let me give you some examples.  We saw in Acts 5 how Ananias and Sapphira lied to God and as a result, God struck them dead.  But apparently that never happened again.  Undoubtedly Christians continued to tell lies from time to time, yet they did not die.  So that one instance was not the ordinary pattern, it was extraordinary.  Or we saw in Acts 12 how Peter was miraculously rescued from Herod’s dungeon the night before he was to be put on trial and presumably put to death.  God spared him from death.  But that was extraordinary, not the usual pattern.  Acts 6 records that God did not spare Stephen from being stoned to death by a mob, and Acts 12 reports that Herod did in fact have James put to death for his faith.  So God’s rescue was extraordinary, and not the ordinary pattern.  


Jesus entrusted the founding and oversight of the church to the apostles at first.  But, already we have seen a transition taking place.  The church increasingly came under the oversight of elders, not apostles, since there weren’t enough apostles to go around, and because the apostles were to serve as missionaries and church planters.  But that situation was temporary.  When the Apostle James was put to death by Herod, God did not replace him.  The number of apostles went from 12 to 11.  And we can assume the same as that other Apostles died.  The time of the apostles was an extraordinary situation, not the ordinary or usual one.  In Ephesians 2:20, Paul writes that the church was to be “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone.”   So the time of these apostles and prophets was to be foundational, an extraordinary situation, at the early stages of the church.  And now that the foundation has been laid for the church, this extraordinary situation has passed.  

B.  The divinely-inspired record of the apostles and prophets is in the Word of God, the Old and New Testaments.  So, while in this early time, before the New Testament was completed, God sometimes gave extraordinary forms of guidance to his people, through the prophets and apostles, much as we find in our text for today.  But now that God has spoken his final word in Scripture, and there are no apostles and prophets any more, God now guides us by his Word.  


C.  In fact, I am deeply concerned that all of this clamoring after God’s special guidance, the kind of guidance Tom was looking for, or that was urged upon Bob, or that Sue was practicing, I’m afraid that this kind of guidance betrays a lack of confidence in the Word of God.  As we’ve seen, God’s Word does not command us to seek this special guidance.  So the desire itself for it is unbiblical.  And I think it reveals a lack of trust or desire for the diligent study of God’s truth in Scripture.  God has already spoken to us, has said to us all we need to know in Scripture.  One Old Testament Scholar, Bruce Waltke, declares that this desire for other guidance, special guidance apart from Scripture, is really born out of laziness.  


So even though we find some times of extraordinary guidance in the book of Acts, during the foundational time of the Apostles, we need to recognize that we are no longer in that era, and we need to turn to God’s ordinary guidance, and trust that God’s Word is sufficient for us. 

III. READING THE TEXT CAREFULLY.


A.  And even when we consider the practice of the apostles themselves, we do not find anything like the procedures of Tom, Bob, or Sue.  Even with the Apostles, this special divine guidance was the exception, not the rule.  


When we read this isolated text, it seems as though this missionary band was getting private messages from God all the time.  “6 And they went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia. 7  And when they had come up to Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them. 8  So, passing by Mysia, they went down to Troas. 9  And a vision appeared to Paul in the night: a man of Macedonia was standing there, urging him and saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” 10  And when Paul had seen the vision, immediately we sought to go on into Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.”

B.  I want you to note something of great importance:  Paul was not seeking this guidance when God gave it.  The folks who teach the kind of guidance practiced by Tom, Bob, and Sue, would have us believe that the apostles began each day with pen and paper in hand and asked, “God, what should I do today?”  And then they copied down detailed instructions and simply carried them out.  


But notice that the special direction recorded in our text comes as a surprise, as an interruption to the plans that Paul had already made.  After visiting the churches planted on the former trip, Paul quite naturally planned to go further into Asia.  But somehow the Holy Spirit changed his mind.  So, then Paul and company planned to preach in Bithynia, but the same Holy Spirit, here called “the Spirit of Jesus,” forbade that as well.  So, without any particular direction, they decided to go west to Troas, near the site of ancient Troy.  And there God gave Paul a vision which he interpreted as God’s direction to preach in Macedonia.  In each of these instances, this guidance was neither expected nor sought.  It all came about by God’s initiative.  But Paul was in motion, seeking to follow God’s general guidance, which called him to preach Christ everywhere.  Unlike Tom, he was in motion, not waiting for some special guidance which God never promised.  It’s impossible to steer a parked car.  It is only a car in motion that can be turned this way or that.  


Bob was told that before he went off to college, he needed first to find out from God which college to go to.  But it’s clear that even the Apostle Paul would not support that teaching.  

C.  In fact, this situation is clearly extraordinary, not at all the common pattern practiced by the Apostles.  Consider the first missionary journey.  The church in Antioch had several teachers and prophets.  While they were fasting and praying, the Holy Spirit, apparently through one of the prophets, commanded that Barnabas and Saul/Paul be ordained for missionary work.  So this is clearly extraordinary guidance from God.  And yet it was certainly within the ordinary.  Barnabas and Paul were apostles.  They were commanded to be witnesses for Christ to the ends of the earth.  So they could have inferred this, even without the special guidance.  In fact, the special guidance may have been a rebuke.  Once they had several teachers trained in Antioch, they perhaps should have known it was time to move on.   


They then sailed for Cyprus.  Why Cyprus?  We do not know.  Perhaps, the Holy Spirit told them to go there, but it is not stated.  We would have to read that into the text (they probably went to Cyprus because that’s where Barnabas hailed from.  And they took John Mark with them.  Why? Did the Holy Spirit command this?  The text does not tell us.  And then, after they left Cyprus and went north to the mainland, they simply followed the main road inland, following their usual strategy of seeking out the synagogues where they could get a hearing, and then preaching Christ there.  When they got kicked out of one town, they moved on to the next.  They followed a discernable, practical, courageous plan.  And there is no mention whatsoever of any special directions from God.  All of this, apparently, was quite ordinary.  

At the end of Acts 15, we find Paul simply proposing to Barnabas the plan to revisit the churches.  There is no mention of special guidance.  And when the dispute arose over John Mark, if the practice of the apostles was get daily briefings from God, then why didn’t they simply ask God to tell them whether or not to take John Mark along?  


D.  The simple reason why they didn’t was because this was not their ordinary practice.  They did not seek secret communications from God in the way that Tom, Bob, or Sue had been taught.  And that certainly explains why Paul in his letters never commanded us to seek this special guidance from God, and never gave guidelines for how to find it.  It’s because God doesn’t want us to seek this special guidance.  If he wants to interrupt us or change our course, he is certainly able to do that.  But unless he does, we must honor and obey what he has already commanded us, in his infallible Word, the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.  

Next time we will consider how God indeed leads and guides us today by his holy, inspired, infallible, and all-sufficient Word.  
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