What to do When God’s Will Isn’t Clear
God, just tell me – week 3
There are some decisions in life that are surprisingly difficult to make. Where should I live? What job should I take? Should I rent or buy? Who should I marry? When should I retire? What should I do next? And underneath many of these questions is another one: What does God want me to do?
Sometimes we wish God would just make it obvious. Give me a sign. Send me a message. Just tell me! If God would only make the answer clear, then we could stop worrying and get on with it.
But one of the difficult realities of following God is that he has not promised to give us a detailed map of the future. He has not promised to tell us exactly what is going to happen next year, which job we should take, or where we should live. What he has promised is something different. He has promised to be with us. He has promised to speak to us through his Word. He has promised to be for us in Christ.
And sometimes, that means learning to trust God when his will isn't clear, and trusting that he leads us. There are times when God opens doors for us. 
When God Opens a Door
In 1 Corinthians 16, Paul explains his plans to the Christians in Corinth. He intends to remain in Ephesus for a while because a great opportunity for effective ministry has opened up to him, even though there are many people opposing him.
Paul sees an opportunity. A door has opened. There is work to be done, so he stays and gets on with the work God has placed in front of him.
We often use the language of an “open door” when we talk about God's leading. An opportunity appears, something becomes possible, circumstances come together, and we think, “Perhaps this is where God is leading me.”
And sometimes God does use circumstances and opportunities to redirect our lives. But we need to be careful. An open door doesn't automatically mean, “This is definitely God's will for me.” An open door might be a specific task, or a season... and it may not be easy...
Because an open door isn't necessarily an easy door.
Paul says there is a great opportunity for ministry in Ephesus, but there are also many people opposing him and the Gospel. The opportunity comes with opposition.
That's important because we can sometimes assume that if God is leading us, everything should become easier. If this is God's will, surely it will feel right. Surely everything will fall into place. Surely there won't be any resistance.
But the bible doesn't teach us that.
The greatest work God has ever done looked, from the outside, like complete failure. Jesus hanging on a cross did not look like victory. It looked like everything had gone horribly wrong. And yet, it was God's gracious plan for our salvation.
So we shouldn't measure God's faithfulness by how comfortable our circumstances are. An open door can be difficult. Following Christ can be costly. Sometimes faithfulness means walking through an opportunity even when it is hard.
When God Closes a Door
But sometimes the opposite happens. We want to do something good, something that seems obviously right, and yet the way forward is blocked.
In Acts 16, Paul wants to preach the Gospel in Asia, but the Holy Spirit prevents him from doing so. He tries to go in another direction, but again he is prevented. Eventually Paul receives the vision of the man from Macedonia calling him to come and help them.
Paul wanted to go one way, but God said no.
That's difficult. Because when our plans don't work out, we can immediately start questioning ourselves. Did I do something wrong? Did I miss God's will? Was I not faithful enough? Maybe I didn't pray hard enough. Maybe God is angry with me.
But a closed door does not mean God has abandoned you. It does not necessarily mean you've failed. It does not mean you didn't have enough faith. And it certainly doesn't mean God has stopped working.
God's “no” can still be his guiding.
Paul's plans were frustrated, but God's mission was not. Paul couldn't see the whole picture. He didn't know what God was doing through those closed doors. He simply kept following where he could see the next step.
And that is sometimes what faith looks like.
When There Is No Clear Answer
Perhaps the hardest situation is when there isn't an obvious open door or a clear closed door. Sometimes we simply don't know.
And uncertainty can make us anxious.
We want certainty. We want to know that we have made the right decision. We want to know that we haven't missed something God wanted us to see. We want to know that we haven't somehow stepped outside God's plan for our lives.
But the Christian life doesn't promise us that kind of certainty.
One of the things I love about Paul's language in 1 Corinthians 16 is how often he uses words like “perhaps” and “if the Lord permits.” Paul makes plans, but he doesn't pretend to know exactly how everything will unfold. He still acts. He still moves forward. But he does so with humility, recognising that God is God and he is not.
That gives us an important distinction.
God sometimes uses circumstances to redirect us, but circumstances themselves are not God's Word to us. And when everything else is uncertain, that Word remains certain.
We can make plans. We can use wisdom. We can ask other Christians for counsel. We can pray. We can think carefully about our responsibilities and consider the circumstances around us. And then, sometimes, we simply make the best decision we can.
We don't have to pretend that our decision is the secret sovereign will of God.
God's sovereign will belongs to God. We don't control it. We don't need to discover it. We don't need to become anxious about whether we've somehow stepped outside God's ultimate plan.
God remains God. And we remain his people in Christ.
Psalm 119 says, “Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path.”
Notice what a lamp does. A lamp gives you enough light to take the next step. It doesn't necessarily illuminate the entire road ahead.
God's Word may not tell you which job to take next year or where you should live. But God's Word does tell you how to live faithfully today. It tells you to love God, love your neighbour, forgive, speak truth, care for those around you, worship, pray, serve and trust Christ.
God gives us enough light for the next faithful step. And sometimes God simply gives us a choice.
Vocation and Christian Freedom
This is where the Lutheran understanding of vocation is helpful.
We can become so focused on discovering God's individual plan for our lives that we forget something important: God has already revealed much of his will for us.
You don't need a supernatural sign to know that you are called to love your family. You don't need a special feeling from the Holy Spirit to know that you should be honest at work. You don't need a vision to know that you should care for your neighbour, worship with God's people, forgive others and live as a follower of Jesus.
God has revealed his will for Christian living in his Word.
And within that calling, there are often genuine choices. You may have two jobs you could take. You may have two places you could live. You may have two opportunities in front of you. Neither option may be sinful. Neither may be obviously commanded by Scripture.
So instead of asking, “Which one is God's perfect secret plan for me?” we can ask, “How can I glorify God and love my neighbour in this situation?”
That's Christian freedom. That's living out our vocation.
God works through ordinary people doing ordinary things faithfully. He doesn't need us to decode every circumstance. He calls us to live faithfully in the circumstances where he has placed us.
There may be times when we have a strong sense that the Holy Spirit is prompting us toward something. We can pay attention to those promptings, but we don't treat our feelings as God's Word. We test what we think we are hearing against Scripture, and we receive wisdom from other Christians.
Our feelings matter, but they are not infallible. Our circumstances matter, but they are not Scripture. Our plans matter, but they are not God's sovereign will.
God's Word is the sure thing.
Faith for Today
So what does this mean for us?
It means that you may not know what next year will look like. You may not know where your career is going. You may not know what is going to happen with your family. You may not know what the future holds. But you can know Christ today.
You can do the work God has given you today. You can love your family today. You can worship today. You can pray today. You can serve today. You can encourage someone today. You can receive God's grace today.
We don't need to escape ordinary life to find God's will. God meets us in ordinary life.
When God opens a door, walk through it faithfully. When a door closes, trust him. When your plans are frustrated, don't assume you've been abandoned. When you have a genuine choice, use wisdom and Christian freedom.
And throughout all of it, stay where God has promised to meet you: in his Word, around his table, among his people, receiving his grace.
Because the Christian life isn't about becoming an expert at reading signs. It's about trusting Christ.
Faith doesn't mean knowing everything. Faith means trusting the One who does.
And for us, that One has a name: Jesus.
We don't trust some vague force guiding the universe. We trust the crucified and risen Christ—the One who has already shown us how far God's love for us goes. The One who has died for our sin. The One who has risen from the grave. The One who promises to be with us always.
We don't have to be certain to be faithful. We don't have to know the whole road. We simply receive God's grace for today and take the next faithful step.
Because we may not know exactly where the road is going.
But we know who walks it with us.
Amen.

