9
“Living in the Lord’s Will”      Text – Ephesians 5:17       OT Readings – Psalm 1; 1 Samuel 25; Psalm 14:1


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In rural North America, there once lived a godly farmer who constantly sought the Lord’s leading for his life.  He frequently questioned himself as to whether there was more he could or should be doing to serve the Lord.  
One day as he was out in the fields, he happened to look up at the sky, and he noticed that the clouds seemed to be shaped in the form of the letters P and C.  And as he thought more and more about this strange occurrence, it dawned on him that these letters had to be a heavenly calling for him to preach Christ; P C – Preach Christ.  
And so, he sold his farm and enrolled at seminary, and began to study for the ministry.  However, it soon become obvious that he was not up to the academic rigour needed for seminary studies.  His grades were appalling and he often struggled to keep up with the discussion in class.  
Eventually, he was summoned to the president’s office for a conversation about all this.  And when he revealed to the president that the reason he was so keen to study was the PC – preach Christ – message in the clouds, the president said to him, “Ah.  Doesn’t it seem more likely that PC simply meant Plant Corn?”

Now, I tell this somewhat humourous story not to suggest that we all go out and look up to the clouds for life instruction, for that would be unwise and wrong.  I tell it, instead, to illustrate a common frustration, if you will, that is shared by all of those who want to know and to live within the Lord’s will.  
Each of us, throughout our lives, is faced with a host of choices that we have to make in terms of relationships, study, work, location, service, etc etc etc.  And we struggle at times to know the Lord’s will in relation to these things, and to make wise decisions.  
Should I live here or there, should I seek this job opportunity, should I answer this plea for more Bible in School teachers, could he or she be the one the Lord wants me to marry, should I study this subject or that subject?  
And so on it goes, day after day; choice after choice needs to be made, and all in the hope that we are seeking the Lord’s will, and not our own.

Well, last week, Br John van Garderen read to us a sermon on James 4 and the need to be careful as we make plans and choices.  Our lives “are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.”  
And so, we were encouraged to seek the Lord’s will, to make our plans knowing that they will only come about if the Lord wills, and to trustingly rest in the Lord’s will.  
Well, Ephesians 5:17 has a very similar message as it too calls us to understand the Lord’s will.

Last time we were together, we looked at 5:15-16.  
And initially, when I began my preparations for that sermon, I had intended to include v17 in the text for the sermon as its content is very closely connected with the words of vv15-16.  The three verses essentially contrast wisdom and foolishness.  
However, a couple of things led me to deal only with vv15-16 in that sermon leaving v17 for this sermon.  
	Those of you present when we looked at vv15-16 may recall that v15 begins with the Greek word that is often translated as “therefore” or “then” in our Bibles.  
	If you have the NIV in front of you can see this in the fact that v15 is a little indented and in the fourth word, “then,” of the verse.  
	Interestingly though, while v17 begins with the word “therefore,” a more literal translation would be “because of this.”  
	Because of this “do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.”  
	Thus, v17 looks back to what has been said in vv15-16 as the foundation or the reason or the cause for what is said in v17.  
	And so, for that reason, v17 stands a little apart from vv15-16.  


	In addition, the content of v17 lends itself very much to a kind of starting-the-new-year theme.  
	Now, the year is already a few weeks old, but many of us, including myself, are only now out of holiday mode and gearing up for the more regular activities of home, school, work, and church life.  
	And as the busyness of life resumes its pull on our energies and time, this verse serves as a brief and clear reminder about our calling as believers.  “Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.”  
	And so, for that reason also, it is appropriate that we consider this verse, together, as a congregation.  


Brothers and Sisters, here in v17, the Apostle continues to summon believers to the life of wisdom.  And as you can see, he does this through a negative command and a positive command, our two points.

Firstly then, the Apostle continues to summon believers to the life of wisdom by saying, “Therefore do not be foolish.”

	Now, before we consider this command itself we need to look again at vv15-16.  
	There we saw that the life of wisdom is necessary because those in Christ, those who believe in Christ, are wise.  
	Paul is not calling believers to be something that they are not.  
	No, just as he has done right throughout the second half of the book, Paul reminds believers of who they are, in Christ, and then calls them to live accordingly.  
	In Christ, the believer is holy and blameless, the believer is the truth, the believer is sexually pure, etc.  
	And so that is how the believer ought to live.  
	And his message in this section, vv15-17 is, as a believer, you are wise.  So live wisely.  


	And in addition, the life of wisdom is necessary “because the days are evil.”  
	We are surrounded by evil of every kind, our own hearts and the devil still tempt us towards evil, and non-Christians are watching us to see how we deal with evil.  


	So, as I said a little earlier, literally, v17 begins, Because of this “do not be foolish.”  Because of who you are in Christ; wise, and because the days are evil, you must not be foolish.  


	Well, biblically speaking, then, what is this foolishness that we are called on to avoid?  
	We read earlier the story of Nabal.  
	And we saw there that Nabal is the Hebrew word that means foolishness.  
	And indeed, Nabal was well named.  In truth, he serves as an excellent example of foolishness.  

In his foolish response to David’s request for food and supplies, he completely ignores the debt of gratitude that he owed David and his men for watching over his shepherds.  
He acted hastily, without thinking through the consequences of his actions.
	He allows his mouth to get him into trouble with his foolish words.
	He is a man given to enjoying the feasting and drunkenness of the foolish life.

He failed to recognize who David really was; the one anointed by the Lord to be the next king of Israel.  
	And if it hadn’t been for the wise and timely intervention of Nabal’s wife, Abigail, Nabal would have felt the wrath of David’s sharp sword.  
	As it was, his foolish way of living hastened his death when he heard of his narrow escape.  


	Now, there are a number of lessons we can learn by considering Nabal and what the Bible has to say about foolishness in other places.  
	Firstly, as we saw in Psalm 14:1, “The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.”  
	At the very root of foolishness is unbelief.  
	And Nabal, by his words and actions, demonstrated that he was one who said, “There is no God.”  
	And this means, my friend, that if you sit here today with a PHD, technical knowledge beyond the understanding of us all, extraordinary insight into human behaviour, perhaps even a degree in theology, but do not believe in God, then the Bible says, You are a fool.  
	And this is because you know, in your heart, that God is who He claims to be; that God created the heavens and the earth, and that He created you.  But you refuse to give Him the glory that He is due.  

You have chosen, instead, to walk in unbelief.  
	And because of this, as Romans 1 so clearly reveals, your thinking has become futile, your foolish heart is darkened, and although you claim to be wise, you are a fool.  And you will remain so unless you repent of your sins and seek your salvation in Jesus Christ.
	The fool then, congregation, is the one who says, “There is no God.”  


	But then there is foolishness, which, as each of us sadly knows all too well, is also found in the life of the believer.  And the book of Proverbs serves as an excellent guide for revealing the folly of foolishness.  
	Boys and girls, Proverbs 15:5 says, “A fool spurns his father's discipline.”  
	To spurn something means to ignore it. 
	If I offered you $20 dollars and you turned your back and walked away, you would be spurning that $20.  And if you were standing there watching you would think that the one who spurned that $20 was a bit foolish!  
	Well, everyday, your father and your mother hold before you something far more precious than money; they discipline you.  
	They teach you, they warn you, they correct you, they punish you when you do wrong, they encourage you when you do right, they share all that they have learned with you, they tell you to avoid making the mistakes that they have made.  
	And all of this the Bible calls a father’s discipline.  Your parents, whether you are six or sixteen, have been given to you by God so that you may learn to live wisely through their discipline.  

And so, don’t spurn their discipline for that is foolishness. 

	Proverbs 10:8 says, “A chattering fool comes to ruin.”  And Proverbs 15:2 says, “The mouth of the fool gushes folly.”  
	And this is a problem that young people often struggle with.  As they discover the power of language and humour, and how they can impress others or appear cool, they become chattering fools who just can’t seem to keep their mouths shut.

And this, the Bible calls foolishness.

	Proverbs 1:32 says, “The complacency of fools will destroy them.”  
	Complacency means a lack of care or interest in anything that might be dangerous.  
	The complacent fool is the one who does not care what programs they or their children watch on TV, or isn’t bothered to find out what their children are learning at school or who their children spend their time with.  
	The complacent fool thinks to himself that he can always get serious about God tomorrow.


	Proverbs 10:18 says, “Whoever spreads slander is a fool.”  

Proverbs 10:21 says, “Fools die for lack of judgment.”  
Proverbs 10:23, “A fool finds pleasure in evil conduct.”  
Proverbs 12:16, “A fool shows his annoyance at once,” and Proverbs 20:3, “A fool is quick to quarrel.”  
Proverbs 13:19, “Fools detest turning from evil.”  
Proverbs 14:9, “Fools mock at making amends for sin.”
Proverbs 14:16, “A fool is hotheaded and reckless.”  
Proverbs 21:20, “A foolish man devours all he has.”  
Proverbs 26:11, “As a dog returns to its vomit, so a fool repeats his folly.” 
	And from all this we see that foolishness means being led by feelings, foolishness means being impulsive, foolishness means being lazy, foolishness means being quick tempered, foolishness means failing to think about consequences.  


	And ultimately, we may say that the foolish one is one who does not think.  
	The object, the choice, the action, the word lies there before them.  
	And rather than think for a while, and think ahead, and think principially, and think around, and think through, and think of others, and think of God, and think of consequences, they take, they act, they hit, they blurt it out and the damage of foolishness is done.  

And as a fool, they refuse to learn from their mistakes, and repeat them.

	But this, says Paul, ought not to be the way of those who belong to Jesus Christ.  
	You see, in Christ, you are wise; you know better than to behave like this.  

And yet, each of us must confess as we hear this description of sinful foolishness that we are guilty of just these sorts of behaviours.

	But do not forget, brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, the promise of Jesus Christ.  For He says, “My grace is sufficient for you.” 
	In your battle with foolishness, you need to know that His grace is sufficient for you.  
	Sufficient to provide forgiveness for all of your foolishly sinful acts, thoughts, and words, and sufficient to strengthen you in your ongoing battle with sinful foolishness.  
	For, as Paul says elsewhere in Philippians, “I can do all things through Him who strengthens me.”  


And the chief way that we battle sinful foolishness, looking not to ourselves but to our wonderful saviour, Jesus Christ, is what the second half of v17 is all about.  
For there, the apostle continues to summon believers to the life of wisdom 
with this positive command: “But understand what the Lord’s will is.”   

Now, the first thing we need to consider in relation to this command is the source of the Lord’s will.  
If we are to “understand what the Lord’s will is,” where do we find it?  And this is often a difficult question, isn’t it.  How do I know what the Lord wants me to do in relation to this or that or the other thing?  Where can I find the answers?  
And in many respects this subject is worthy of a book all by itself.  But let’s focus, today, on a verse of the Bible that many of us will have memorized as children; 2 Timothy 3:16.  
There, of the Bible, Paul says this: “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”  
Congregation, there is not a single aspect of your life or mine that is outside of that verse.  
Whether you have questions about the church, your home, education, relationships, career, whatever it is, the Lord’s will in relation to all these things is found in here (hold up the Bible).  
There will be no letters in the clouds, or words of revelation, or visions that answer those questions.  
God has made it clear in His Word that He communicates with us through His Word, and that He wants us to live by His Word, alone.  
As we encounter different circumstances, and as we hear others suggest to us that we try this or go there or do that, we must test everything against His Word.  
For only His Word is unchanging and eternal and dependable and able to “thoroughly equip [us] for every good work.”

Now, this is not suggesting that names and dates and locations are all recorded in the Bible.  
As you think about the decisions that face you in this coming year, you won’t find the name of the person you will marry or the location of the job you should take in the Bible.  
As a church, we will not find the specific names and dates of the evangelistic or educational ministries that we should be pursuing, in the Bible.  
But what we do find is every relevant principle, every ounce of wisdom, every good and bad example, by which we are enabled to seek and to know the Lord’s will, as we make these types of decisions.  

So what then does the Bible say to us about the Lord’s will?  
Well, just as we saw that the root of foolishness is unbelief, so the root of wisdom is belief in Jesus Christ.  
1 John 3:23 says, “And this is His command: to believe in the name of His son, Jesus Christ.”  
The foolish man says, “There is no God.”  
The wise man says, “I am a sinner.  I deserve only to burn in hell, forever.  Praise God that Jesus has come to die for my sins that I may have salvation!”  
Is this your confession?  If so, you understand the Lord’s will!

Secondly, look ahead at the very next verse of Ephesians, v18.  We hope, God willing, to return to that verse next Lord’s Day.  But it says, “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery.  Instead, be filled with the Spirit.”  
The Lord’s will for believers is that they be filled with the Spirit.  
He wants you to be a Galatians 5 man or a woman or a boy or a girl; one who is loving, joyful, peaceful, patient, kind, good, faithful, gentle, and self-controlled.  
Are you pursuing these virtues?  If so, you understand the Lord’s will!

1 Thessalonians 4:3ff, says, “It is God's will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality;  4 that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honourable,  5 not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God … For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life.”  
Single or married, do you know that God has restricted all sexual activity to marriage?  
Do you battle with lust or give in to it?  
Are you living a sanctified life of purity?  
If so, you understand the Lord’s will.

In John 14:15, Jesus said, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.”  And what is His command?  “That you love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and that you love your neighbour as yourself.”  
Are you living in obedience to the command of Christ?  
If so, you understand the Lord’s will.

Ephesians 5:21, “Submit to one another out of reverence to Christ.”  1 Peter 2:13, “Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men.”  Ephesians 5:22, “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.”  1 Peter 2:18, “Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect.”  Hebrews 13:17, “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority.”  
Are you living a life of submission?  
Before God, in marriage, at school, at work, on the roads, as a citizen, in the church, are you seeking to submissively obey?  
If so, you understand the Lord’s will.

In Matthew 16:24, Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  
And in saying this, Jesus revealed that it is God’s will for His people to grow through suffering.  Hebrews 12:7, “Endure hardship as discipline.”  1 Peter 3:17, “It is better, if it is God's will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.”  1 Peter 4:19, “So then, those who suffer according to God's will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.”  
Are you one, as James says, who considers it all joy when you face trials of many kinds?  
If so, you understand the Lord’s will.

In Hebrews 13:5, we read these words, “Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have.”  And in connection with this, consider 1 Thessalonians 5:16ff: “Be joyful always;  pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.”  
Like Paul, have you “learned to be content whatever the circumstances”?  
Do you count your blessings ad give thanks to God, in prayer, joyfully, and continually?  
If so, you understand the Lord’s will.

And what does all this mean in relation to the detail of questions about home, work, school,  marriage, parenting, and the church, etc etc?  
Well, the preacher and commentator, John McArthur, summarizes all this in this way: He says, “When a person is saved, sanctified, submissive, suffering, and thankful, He is already in God’s will.”  Psalm 37:4 says, “Delight yourself in the Lord; and He will give you the desires of your heart.”  David tells us, in other words, when we are what God wants us to be, He is in control and our will is merged with His will, and He therefore gives us the desires He has planted in our hearts.”
If you are busy seeking to be who you are in Christ, God will make all of these other things clear to the glory of His name, and for the good of your salvation!

And this brings us, finally, to the consideration of one vital fact that we must not neglect as we consider the life of wisdom.  You see congregation, as we considered foolishness, we saw that the heart of foolishness is an unwillingness to think.  The fool fails to think about consequences, to weigh up competing outcomes, and to discern.  
And this is precisely why, in Romans 12, when Paul sets about instructing believers there about the life of wisdom, he says, “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.”  
Congregation, the life of wisdom does not grow out of feelings, or looking around at the world, or through following the crowd.  
The life of wisdom grows as we learn to think; as we fill our heads and our hearts with God’s Word through Bible reading, Bible study, Bible memorization, listening to sermons and lectures on podcasts and CDs and DVDs.  
And if you want to grow in wisdom in relation to your studies, your work, your marriage, your role as a parent, your society, your culture, your place in the church, but you are not prepared to invest in the Bible, you will remain mired in foolishness.  It’s that simple.  
The more time you spend in here, the wiser you will be everywhere.

Well, as we end our time together this morning, as ever, we must think of Jesus Christ.  
Think of Him in the Garden of Gethsemane.  Think of Him preparing to go the cross.  And think of His prayer: “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.”  
Jesus walked the pathway of submission, Jesus walked the pathway of obedience, Jesus walked the pathway of suffering.  
Jesus knew that the most needed to be made of every opportunity because the days were evil.  
And this, brothers and sisters, is the encouragement of the gospel!  
For God’s will was and is to save His people through the work of Jesus.  
So look to Christ.  Know that as you confess your sinful foolishness, you are forgiven.  
Look to His finished work of salvation, and “do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.”  Amen.

