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A Biblical Alternative  

to the Traditional view 
 
Sacred cows make the best hamburger, but the meat can be 

hard to swallow. Christians cherish a mythology that, along with their 

theology, shapes and directs their lives. Perhaps no myth more 

strongly influences us than our understanding of how to know the 
will of God. We want to make right decisions, for we realize that 

the decisions we make turn around and make us. As we choose one 

end of the road we choose the other. When we select a life's work, a 
life's partner, or a college, we desire God's direction in those 

choices. 
  
Yet when we ask. "How can I know the will of God?", we may 

be raising a pagan question. In the ancient world kings and generals 
consulted the oracles to gain guidance from the gods for their 

plans. The oracles provided such direction by vague and illusive 

counsel and worshipers could read into the enigmatic responses 
what their hunches told them to do. Convinced that their plans had 

the stamp of the gods, generals could lead their troops into battle 

with unfounded courage. By 300 B.C., however, the oracles had 

gone out of business. Too often they had led their devotees to stag- 
gering defeat. 

 

If we ask: "How can I know the will of God?", we may be asking the  
wrong question. The Scriptures do not command us to find 

God's will for most of life's choices nor do we have any passage in- 

structing us on how it can be determined. Equally significant, the 

Christian community has never agreed on how God provides us 
with such special revelation. Yet we persist in searching for God's 

will because decisions require thought and sap energy. We seek 

relief from the responsibility of decision making and we feel less 
threatened by being passive rather than active when making impor- 

tant choices. 
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          Guidance:Guidance:Guidance:Guidance:    
          A Biblical Model          A Biblical Model          A Biblical Model          A Biblical Model 
  

In our development of the biblical data on the will of God we have seen that Scripture 

utilizes that expression in two ways: 
 

1. God's sovereign will is His secret plan that determines everything 
          that happens in the universe;  

2. and His moral will consists of the revealed commands in the Bible that teach 
how men ought to believe and live. 

 

Some of the contrasts between these two senses of God's will may be noted in this 
comparative chart: 

                   

Comparing and Contrasting 
God's Sovereign and Moral Wills 

 
Sovereign Will      Moral Will 

 

1. God's secret plan that determines 
everything that happens in the 

universe. 

 
2. Mostly hidden. 

 
3. Cannot be learned in advance. 

 

4. Cannot be "missed"—should be 
humbly accepted. 

 

5. Indirectly Ideal Plan: Though it 

includes evil acts and foolish 
decisions, it will ultimately lead to 
God's glory.          

 
        

1. God's revealed commands in the 
Bible that teach how men ought to 

believe and live. 

 
2. Totally revealed. 

 
3. Should be learned for guidance. 

 

4. Can be "missed" through ig- 
norance or disobedience. 

 

5. Directly Ideal Pattern; Includes 

only those behaviors and at- 
titudes that conform to God's 
character thereby glorifying Him.              

 
  

 
In addition to establishing the genuineness of these two biblical aspects of God's will, 

we have set aside as Scripturally invalid a third, commonly accepted concept: the 
individual will of God. As a result, we have discarded the idea that the primary 
objective in non-moral decisions is to discover God's individual will among the options 

available. The Bible does not teach that the Holy Spirit seeks to perceptibly direct the 
believer to an ideal will through inward impulses and outward signs. 
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 In short, while God's sovereign will has no direct bearing on the activity of 

decision making, its reality should govern the  believer's attitude in decision 

making. Humble planning is the proper response to the sovereign will of God. 

 
 

God's Sovereign Will and Decision Making 

 

1. God's sovereignty does not exclude the need for planning, it does require 
humble submission to His will. 

2. Circumstances define the context of the decision and must be weighed by 

wisdom...not “read” as road signs to God's individual will. 
3. Open doors are God-given opportunities for service...not specific guidance 

from God requiring one to enter. 
4. "Putting out a fleece" is an invalid practice that sometimes works 

when it is really wisdom in disguise. 
 
 

 

The Difference Is in the Attitude 

In conclusion, the question with which we have been concerne is: What bearing does 

the sovereign will of God have on the process of decision making? The essential 
answer has two parts: 

 

1. Since God's sovereign will determines the outcome of all decisions, the believer 
should humbly submit in advance to the outworking of God's plan. 

2. Since God's sovereign plan cannot be ascertained in advance, it has no direct 
bearing on the actual consideration of formulation of plans. God's sovereign will 
governs circumstances and provides open doors, but His moral will and wisdom 

are the determinative factors in the making of the decision itself. 
 

 

The Nature of God's Moral Will 
 

• It is the expression, in behavioral terms, of God's character. 

• It touches every aspect and moment of life: goals, attitudes, and                         
means (why, how and what). 

• It is fully revealed in the Bible. 

• It is able to equip believers for every good work. 
  

 

The moral will of God for appropriate means for our goals may be summed up in two 

broad principles: First, our means must be Biblically lawful—that is, they may not 
be outside of the revealed moral will of God (cf.Ephesians 5:1-14); second, our 

means must be wise, that is, the believer may not make a decision he knows to be 
foolish. (Ephesians 5:15-17; cf. Luke 14:28-32). 
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The Way of WisdomThe Way of WisdomThe Way of WisdomThe Way of Wisdom 

The Wisdom View Explained 
 

For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you have need again for someone 

to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of God, and you have come to 
need milk and not solid food. For everyone who partakes only of milk is not 

accustomed to the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. But solid food is for the 

mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil 

(Hebrews 5:12-14). 
 

Maturity, of which wisdom is a component part, is gained by experiential 

application of learned truth. It is the product, humanly speaking, of in-depth Bible 
study and conscientious obedience of God's Word. It is the "practice" of the truth 

that expands one's capacity for a greater depth of wisdom through maturity. 
 

What One Must do to Acquire Wisdom 

 

• Have the right ATTITUDE: 

                   —Reverence             —Diligence 
                   —Humility                —Uprightness 

                   —Teachableness       —Faith 

 
• Take the right APPROACH: 

                   —Ask God for Wisdom 

                   —Seek Wisdom in the pages of Scripture 

                   —Seek Wisdom through persona! research 
                   —Seek Wisdom through wise counselors 

                   —Seek Wisdom from life itself 

  
 

To sum up: The ultimate Source of the wisdom that is needed in decision making is 

God. Accordingly, we are to ask Him to provide what we lack. God mediates His 

wisdom to us through His Word, our personal research, wise counselors, and the 
applied lessons of life. 
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God's Will for Our Attitudes 
 

Is... Not... Key Passages 

   
Love Lust Mark12:28-31: 

Romans14:13-19: 
1 Corinthians 13:1-3 
Romans 13:14 

Reliance Independence Proverbs 3:5-6: 
Galatians 5:16; 

Humility Pride James 4:6: 

Philippians 2:5-8 
Gratitude Presumption Colossians 3:17 

Clear Conscience Guilt Romans 14:22-23 

Integrity Irresponsibility Colossians 3:17, 22 

Diligence Laziness Colossians 3:23 
Eagerness Compulsion 1 Peter 5:2 
Generosity Selfishness 1 Timothy 6:17-19 

Submission Self-advancement 1 Peter 5:5-6 
Courage Cowardice John 16 33: 

Matthew 10:26-28 

Contentment Greed Hebrews 13:5: 
Philippians 4:11  

                 

 

Principles of Decision Making 
The Way of Wisdom 

 
1. In those areas specifically adressed by the Bible, the revealed commands and 

priciples of God (his moral will) are to be obeyed. 

 
2. In those areas where the Bible gives no command or principle (non-moral 

decisions), the believer is free and responsible to choose his own course of 

action. Any decision made with the moral will of God is acceptable to God. 
 

3. In normal decisions, the objective of the Christian is to make wise decisions 

on the basis of spiritual expediency. 

 
4. In all decisions, the believer should humbly submit, in advance, to the 

outworking of God’s sovereign will as it touches each decision. 
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Because he responded properly to God's guidance in its various forms, Paul became a 

model of one who engaged in long-range planning on the one hand and snatched up 
present opportunities on the other. Interruptions became occasions for personal 

growth and ministry. It is just such a balance that believers today should seek to 
maintain 
 

Steps in Paul's Decision-Making Process 
 

• PURPOSES: Paul adopted spiritual goals that were based on divine revelation. 

 
• PRIORITIES: He arranged his goals into wise priorities determining what 

should be done first, second, third, etc. 

 
• PLANS: Next he devised plans that gave him strategy for accomplishing his 

objectives. 
 

• PRAYER: Throuqh prayer, he submitted himself and his plans to the      

sovereign will of God. (No doubt, he also prayed for wisdom in the 
formulation of his plans, thought not mentioned in this context.) 

 
• PERSEVERANCE: When providentially hindered from accomplishing his plans, 

he assumed that the delay was God's sovereign will. This conviction freed him 
from discouragement. Since his plans were sound, the only thing he adjusted 
was the timetable. 

 
• PRESENTATION: Paul explained his decisions on the basis of God’s moral will 

and own personal application of wisdom. 
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You Have Heard ItYou Have Heard ItYou Have Heard ItYou Have Heard It    
SaidSaidSaidSaid    

The Traditional View Presented 

 
 

Principles of Decision Making 
The Traditional View 

 
                   Premise: For each of our decisions God has a perfect plan  

                          or will. 
                   Purpose: The goal of the believer is to discover God's indi- 
                          vidual will (find the "dot") and make decisions in ac- 

                          cordance with it. 
                   Process: The believer interprets the inner impressions and 

                          outward signs through which the Holy Spirit com- 

                          municates His leading. 
                   Proof: The confirmation that one has correctly discerned 

                          the individual will of God comes from an inner sense 

                          of peace and outward (successful) results of the 

                          decision. 
  

 

Direct Guidance— 
What New Testament Examples Show 

 
                 • Direct, supernatural guidance for specific decisions was the 

                   exception to the rule. 

                 • Direct guidance was given to people who played a strategic role in 
                   the drama of world evangelization. 

                 • Direct guidance was provided only at critical points during the 

                   formative years of the church. 

                 • Direct guidance was always communicated by means of supernatural 
                   revelation. 
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The Case of the MissingThe Case of the MissingThe Case of the MissingThe Case of the Missing    
"Dot""Dot""Dot""Dot"               

The Traditional View Critiqued 

 

Much of the terminology found in 
presentations of the traditional view is absent, either in vocabulary 

or in concept, from the pages of the Bible. One does not read of the 
specific will." "center of God's will," "right decision," "putting out 

a fleece." or even "finding God's will." 
 

But even more startling is the fact that no decision is ever ex- 

plained on the basis that it was "God's individual will." Today we 
commonly hear people say, "I did thus and such because I knew it 

was God’s will for me”. Or “I felt in my heart God wanted me to 

do it.” The apostles often gave reasons for their decisions, but 

never in such terms. If their decisions were based upon God's in- 
dividual will, it seems remarkable that they never mentioned it. 

What is so common and essential to the traditional view is passed 

over in silence in the New Testament. 
What we have shown is that there are no normative ex- 

amples of ordinary believers making decisions in the manner 
outlined by the traditional view. Proponents of that view have had 
to “water down” the patently supernatural examples to support 

what they contend is normative guidance. Such an approach to 

biblical interpretation is highly questionable, to say the least. 

 
The mayor point is this: God does not have an 

ideal, detailed life-plan uniquely designed for each believer that 

must be discovered in order to make correct decisions. The concept 
of an “individual will of God" cannot be established by reason ex- 

perience, biblical example, or biblical teaching. 
 

The secondary consequence is this: Attempts to find a "dot" 

that does not exist have generated needless frustration in the pro- 
cess of decision making. We have shown, for instance, that practi- 

tioners of the traditional view are forced to abandon the process in 

the “minor" decisions of everyday life. Second, the traditional view 
provides no adequate means for dealing with genuinely equal op- 

tions. Third, the traditional view tends to promote immature ap- 

proaches to decision making. And finally, since the traditional view 

can appeal only to subjective sources of knowledge, the seeker of 
guidance is denied the possibility of objective certainty that he has 

found God's will (chapters 7 and 8). Not only is the individual will. 
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To sum up, a survey of some of the biblical examples of de- 

tailed guidance has shown that they do not prove the existence of 
an individual will of God for every believer. What such examples 

show is that God has broken into history at infrequent times to 
reveal detailed guidance through supernatural revelation to selected 

people usually for the purpose of evangelism. The exceptional 

proves only the exceptional. Such guidance is not normative ac- 
cording to any viewpoint. Nor is it necessary for normal decision 

making in the Christian life. 

Although the examples do not prove an individual will of God, 
in fairness to the traditional view it must also be said that they do 

not disprove it either. The direct teaching of the Word of God must 

act as the final arbitrator. 

 
 

“Biblical Support" for the Traditional View 

Shown to Be inadequate 

 

Biblical Examples Traditiona View of 

Guidance 

Biblical Teaching 

God Guided believers 
Example: 

“And a vision appeared to 

Paul in the night: a certain 

man of Macedonia was 
standing and appealing to 

him, ‘Come over to 

Macedonia to help us’” 
(Acts 16:9)  

God has an ideal detailed 
life-plan uniquely designed 

for each person, which He 

appeals to the heart of the 

believer through inward 
impressions and outward 

signs. 

God promises guidance 
 

Example: 

“And the Lord will 

continually guide us until 
death.”(Isaiah 58:11) 

 

“For such is God, our God 
forever and ever; He will 

guide us until death.” 
(Psalm 48:14) 

 

HOWEVER 

1. In every example, 

the means of 
communication is 

supernatural; 
revelation. 

2. Such direct 

guidance for specific 
decisions was the 

exception to the 

rule 

 HOWEVER 

1. Each passgae 

concerns God’s 
moral will. 

2. No passage 
iindicates 
communication of 

God’s will via inner 
impressions. 
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Applicational Difficulties of the Traditional View 

 

1. Ordinary Decsions: The decision-making process must be abandoned in the 

“minor” decisons of life. 
 

2. Equal Options: Insistence upon only one "correct" choice generates anxiety 
over “missing the dot” rather than gratitude for more tahn one fine 
opportunity. 

 
3. Immaturity: In some instances the logic of the traditional view tends to 

promote immature approaches to decision making. 
 

4. Subjectivity: Certainty that one has found God’s individual will is impossible 
apart from an objective source of knowledge. 

 

 
 

 
 

“I Just Dont Have Peace about It" 
 
 One aspect of inward impressions is the presence or absence of 

 Peace. We have shown that, the way of wisdom does not consider 
 peace or lack of peace as a direct message communicating specific 

 guidance into the individual will of God. This does not mean 

 however, that the way of wisdom is oblivious to the importance of 
 a believer's emotional state. Lack of Galatians 5:22 peace is a matter 

 of sin which should be corrected by dependance upon the Spirit. 
 But there are other times that lack of peace may indicate im- 

 maturity, fear of one's inability to keep a potential commitment 

concern about the wisdom of a course of action, or uncertainty 
about one's judgment in the decision at hand. The way of wisdom 

judges the emotional makeup and momentary emotional state of 

the believer himself as one of the valid circumstances in the situa- 

tion. The “concerned feeling” should be judged by wisdom. One's 
emotional makeup should be judged by wisdom. 
 

 

The Traditional View Promotes Immature Decisions 

 
• By permitting believers to justify unwise decisions on grounds that “God told 

me to to it”. 

• By fostering costly delays because of uncertainty about God’s individual will. 

• By influencing people to reject personal preferences when faced with 
apparently equal options. 

• By encouraging the practice of “pulling out a fleece when faced with 

apparently equal options.  
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Appticational Solutions of the Wisdom View 
 

 

  Traditional View  Way of Wisdom 

Ordinary  
Decisions: 

 The decision-making process 
must be abandoned                     

in the "minor" decisions 
of life. 
 

 One should exercise 
good judgment and 

not waste time. 
 

Equal  
Options: 

 Insistence upon only one          
"correct" choice generates, 

anxiety over "missing the dot" 

rather than gratitude for more                       

than one fine opportunity. 

 One should thank God 
for the opportunity to 

select from acceptable 

alternatives, and 

choose one's personal 
preference. 

Immaturity:  In some instances, the logic 

of the traditional view tends 
to promote immature 

approacnes to decision 

making.                                                       
                                             

 

 One should apply 

maturity by gathering 
and evaluating data, 

devoting sufficient 

time to the process, 
giving personal desires 

their proper place, and 

basing the decision on                                            

sound reasons. 
Subjectivity:  Certainty that one has                 

found God's individual will                  
is impossible apart from an 
objective source of 

knowledge.                                            
                                             

 Since God's moral will 

has been completely 
revealed and the 
means of acquiring 

wisdom has been  
explained, the 

knowledge required for 

decision making is 
fully attainable.  

 

Wisdom Signs Pointing to God's Moral Will and Wisdom 

 

The Way to God's Moral (not Individual) Will...and Wisdom 
 

Bible  Circumstances 

Inner Impressions  Mature Counsel 

Personal Desires  Common Sense 

(Special Guidance)  Results 
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God's Sovereign Will and Decision Making 
 

1. God's sovereignty does not exclude the need for piannmg; it does require 

humble submission to His will. 

2. Circumstances define the context of the decision and must be weighed by 
wisdom. . . not "read" as road signs to God's individual will.  

3. Open doors are God-given opportunities for service...not specific guidance 

from God requiring one to enter. 

4. “Putting out a fleece" is an invalid practice that sometimes works 
when it is really wisdom in disguise.  

 

 

The Difference Is in the Attitude 
   In conclusion, the question with which we have been concerned in this chapter is: 

What bearing does the sovereign will of have on the process of decision making? The 
essential answer has two parts: 

 

1. Since God's sovereign will determines the outcome of all visions, the believer 
should humbly submit in advance to the outworking of God's plan. 

2. Since God's sovereign plan cannot be ascertained in advance, it has no direct 

bearing on the actual consideration of options or formulation of plans. God's 

sovereign will governs circumstances and provides open doors, but moral will 
and wisdom are the determinative factors in the making of the decision itself. 

 

The Nature of God's Moral Will 
 

• It is the expression, in behavioral terms, of God's character. 

• It touches every aspect and moment of life: goals, attitudes, and means 

(why, how. and what). 

• It is fully revealed in the Bible. 
• It is able to equip believers or every good work  

 

 

      The moral will of God for appropriate means for our goals 
 may be summed up in two broad principles: First, our means must 

 be biblically lawful—that is. they may not be outside of the re- 

 vealed moral will of God (cf. Ephesians 5:1-14); second, our means 
 must be wise, that is the believer may not make a decision he 

 knows to be foolish (Ephesians 5:15-17; cf. Luke 14:28-32). 
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Decision Making When Christians Differ 
Romans 14:1-15:13 

 
1. Learn to distinguish between matters of command and matterss of 

freedom (14:14, 20). 
 

2. On debatable issues, cultivate your own convictions (14:5). 

 
3. Allow your brother the freedom to determine his own convictions—even 

when they differ from yours (14:1-12). 
 

4. Let your liberty be limited, when necessary, by love (14:13-15:2). 
 

5. Follow Christ as the model and motivator of servanthood (15:3-13). 

  
 

 
 

Some Essential Definitions 

 

Weaker Brother—a Christian who, because of the weakness of his faith, knowledge, 
   conscience, and will, can be influenced to sin against his   

   conscience by the example of a differing stronger brother. 

 
Stronger Brother—a Christian who, because of his understanding of Christian   

   freedom and the strength of his conviction, exercises his liberty  

   with full peace of conscience without being improperly influenced 

   by the differing opinions of others.  
 
Stumbling Block—an action taken by a stronger brother which, though it would 

ordinarily qualify as a permissible act of freedom, influences a weaker brother to sin 
against his conscience. 

  
 

 
Paul enjoyed his Christian liberty to the full. Never was there a Christian more 

thoroughly emancipated from un-Christian inhibitions and taboos. So completely 

emancipated was he from spiritual bondage that he was not even in bondage to his 
emancipation. He conformed to the Jewish way of life when he was in Jewish society 

as cheerfully as he accommodated himself to Gentile ways when he was living with 

Gentiles. The interests of the gospel and the highest well-being of men and women 

were paramount considerations with him, and to these he subordinated everything 
else. 
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Categories of Differing Brothers 
 

Weaker Brother  Convinced Brother  Pharisee 

He differs from my   

opinion at times          

 He differs from my   opinion 

at times          

 He differs from my   

opinion at times          
He is not fully 

convinced 

 He is fully convinced.  He is fully convinced 

He is sincere           He is convinced and   humble  He is convinced and  

proud 

 
He needs teaching and 

is open to it 

 He has been taught, but is 

open to correction                                           

 He has been taught, 

but is not open to 
correction        

He is surprised at my 
use of freedom 
 

 He accepts me with my 
differing opinion 

 He judges or rejects 
me for my differing                                         
conviction 

He is influenced by my  
example              

 He is not improperly 
influenced by my example             

 He is not influenced by 
my example              

I can cause him to 

stumble into sin              

 I cannot cause him to  

stumble into sin         

 His pride will cause 

him to stumble 
He is caused to sin at 

my wrong use of 

freedom 

 

 He is not caused to sin by my 

use of freedom 

 

 He becomes upset by 

my use of freedom 

When I cause him to 

stumble it is an 

“offense given” 

 Since he does not stumble, 

there is no offense at all 

 When he stumbles 

over my freedom, it is 

an “offense taken” 
      

    

 

How to Care for Weaker Brothers 
Romans 14:13-15:2 

 

Do Not...  Do... 

1. Put a stumbling block in his 
way  (14:13) 

 1. Walk according to love (14:15) 

2. Destroy with food (14:15)           2. Serve Christ (14:18) 

3. Let your good thing become evil    
(14:16) 

 3. Pursue peace (14:19) 

4. Tear down God's work (14:20)   4. Build up one another (14:19) 

5. Give offense (14:20)              5. Bear the weakness of the weak 

(15:1) 
6. Cause a brother to stumble 

(14:21)       

 6. Please your neighbor for his good 

(15:2) 

7. Just please yourself (15:1)  7. Edify him (15:2) 
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Relating to Differing Brothers 
 

Weaker Brother  Convinced Brother  Pharisee 

I need never give him 

offense   

 I will not be able to give him 

offense          

 I will not be able to 

prevent his taking 

offense          
I became a willing 

slave to his conscience 

 I am free to exercise my 

freedom  

 I will not allow him to 

enslave me to his 
standards 

I must limit my 

freedom to avoid 
sinning against him         

 I need not limit my freedom 

on his account 

 I may choose to limit 

my freedom to keep 
him from getting upset 

at me 
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 1. Beware of becoming a Pharisee (Matthew 
16:12; Luke 12:1; Romans 14:3). Basically, a 

Pharisee is one who fails to distinguish between 
divine command and personal application. He 
absolutizes the application - not just for himself, 

but for everyone else as well.  
2. When questioned by a Pharisee, graciously 

explain the reasons for your convictions 

(Colossians 4:6; 2 Timothy 2:24-25; 1 Peter 
3:14-16). 

3. Don't capitulate to his pressure to conform to 

his absolutes (Colossians 2:8, 16-23), especially 

on matters of gospel principle (Galatians 2:3-5). 
4. Pursue peace (Romans 12:18; 14:19). Your 

goal is to build him up. If he rejects your efforts 

to establish   harmony, leave him alone and 
commit him to God (Matthew 15:12-14).  

5. Admonish everyone in the church to beware of 

the   dangers of Pharisaism (Romans 15:14). 

Instruct and exhort the Pharisee in the context 
of public ministry to the members of the Body. 

6. At the point at which the Pharisee begins to 

cause spiritual damage to others, the church, 
and/or the reputation of the Lord, confront him 

privately and seek to help change his course 
(Matthew 18:15;Galatians 6:1; 1 Thessalonians 
5:14; 2 Thessalonians 3:14-15). 

7. If private reproof does not restore the brother, 
then the steps that Christ spelled out for church 

discipline are called for (Matthew 18:15-20). 

The final step of excommunication is equivalent 
to Christ's public rebuke of those who so 

vigorously opposed Him. (Matthew 23) 
 

 


