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Discerning God’s Direction 
Acts 1:12-25 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Good morning, Reality Carp! To say that I’m thankful to be with you is an understatement. 
Coming back to Carp feels the closest thing to home. I know you’ve faced extremely difficult 
times in this past year. What did you do?? Fires? Floods?  
 
Our entire church prayed for you on Sunday mornings in Boston. One Sunday just before I was 
about to take the pulpit to lead our church in prayer Tyler Morgan sent me pics from his house. 
It looked apocalyptic. Super scary.  
 
And then our friend text Nina that it was a good chance their home would burn. So when I took 
the pulpit to lead in prayer I got super emo. I said “six years ago we were sent out to plant a 
church in Boston by a church in a little beach town called Carpinteria. It’s like home to us. I just 
saw pictures from friends. It looks bad. I got too choked up to pray. And then I could hear 
wailing from some of the people—whom I later found out had family in Carp. We prayed like we 
were birthing a child.  
 
The amazing thing is that the same day we got word that fire around our friends’ house had 
been contained and their houses were spared. Just know that there are people in Boston 
praying for you. It’s the least we can do since you all have loved us so much.  
 
So, I’m gonna read our text for this morning and then I’d like to lead us in a prayer together. 
The reading for today comes from the last part of Acts chapter 1.  
 

Acts 1:15-17; 21-26 
During those days Peter stood up among the brothers—the number of people who were 
together was about 120—and said: 16 “Brothers, the Scripture had to be fulfilled that the Holy 
Spirit through the mouth of David spoke in advance about Judas, who became a guide to those 
who arrested Jesus. 17 For he was one of our number and was allotted a share in this ministry.”  

 
21 “Therefore, from among the men who have accompanied us during the whole time the Lord 
Jesus went in and out among us— 22 beginning from the baptism of John until the day He was 
taken up from us—from among these, it is necessary that one become a witness with us of His 
resurrection.” 23 So they proposed two: Joseph, called Barsabbas, who was also known as 
Justus, and Matthias. 24 Then they prayed, “You, Lord, know the hearts of all; show which of 
these two You have chosen 25 to take the place in this apostolic service that Judas left to go to 
his own place.” 26 Then they cast lots for them, and the lot fell to Matthias. So he was numbered 
with the 11 apostles.  

 
This is God’s word. Let’s pray… 
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Questioning God’s Will 
 
It’s hard to believe it’s been almost seven years since Pastor Britt and I stood here and 
announced that we were moving to Boston to plant a church? It’s harder to believe that we still 
live in Boston 6 years later.  
 
As Charles Dickens says, It’s been the best of times and the worst of times. We’ve have 
experienced some incredible moments. I mean, even long-time local ministers have said, ‘you 
have no idea what a special thing you’re church plant is experiencing—it’s a miracle!  
 
That being said, there have been countless times where I’ve questioned whether or not this 
was God’s plan. “Did I make a huge mistake? Did we properly discern God’s direction? Was 
it ego that led us to the East Coast? Or was it God’s will? Knowing God’s will can feel really 
confusing. I think it’s particularly confusing as Western Americans who prize ease and comfort 
over character.  
 
Even Drake, the mega hip-hop artist has a song out all about “God’s plan.” The song is all 
about how everyone is out to get him, but God will always prosper him. I mean I get it. I heard it 
on the radio yesterday driving in on the 101 in SB. I felt like, ‘How is it not your plan that I’m 
always driving on the 101 in SB?  
 
The way we view God’s plan doesn’t always allow for pain or any process of character 
development. If you’re over 40 you know life, and faith just don’t work that way. Character is 
forged through conflict.  
 
I’m sure there are several of us in this room who are asking God to reveal His ‘will’ to you to us. 
“Where should I Iive? Where should I work? Whom should I marry? Where should I serve?” 
We start to feel the pressure to really thread the needle. Because after all, what if I get it 
wrong? What if I choose poorly? Does God have a specific plan or path for me to follow? 
Can I just choose? What is God’s will?  
 
Our text gives us clues on the question of how we discern God’s direction. But as is usually the 
case, the question is provoked by a crisis. The early church is facing a crisis. Life hasn’t 
turned out how they thought. They thought Jesus was the kind of King who would do some 
political restructuring. If Jesus is King, then He’ll for sure restore our country as a sovereign 
nation. And then he died the most humiliating death. But wait, just when we thought all hope 
was gone, He pulled out a last minute Tom Brady win and rose from the grave the third day!  
 
Surely, Now is the time he’ll restore the kingdom. But No. He told us, ‘don’t worry about that.’ 
He told us to wait here for the Holy Spirit to fall. To top it off, there are less of us now than 
when we began. Judas, who was one of us—part of the leadership, betrayed Jesus—betrayed 
us all and then he hung himself. You know the pain of relational division. It’s always hard 
when someone you love leaves. Compound that with a very disturbing death (v.18-20). 
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And now (they’re thinking), to take our place as the fulfillment of God’s Holy people, then just 
as Israel had 12 tribes, we’ll need a 12th Apostle. We have to replace Judas. At least that’s how 
Peter understood the scripture. That’s why he loosely quotes psalms 69:25 and 109:8, which 
seem to predict that a person from the future Messiah’s posse would betray Him; but after 
the betrayal, another should take that fallen Apostle’s place. The crisis provokes a question.  
 

Acts 1:24-25 
Then they prayed, “You, Lord, know the hearts of all; show which of these two You have 
chosen 25 to take the place in this apostolic service that Judas left to go to his own 
place.” 

 
They’re asking, “What do you want, God? How do we discern your direction?” It’s then that 
they do something that, to us, may seem a little odd. They pray but then they cast lots.  
Of course, there was a whole discernment process before they cast lots. First, the community 
came together and cast their vote on who should be considered for the office. It must be 
someone who a) Demonstrated the character of Christ b) who followed Jesus throughout the 
three years of His earthly ministry? c) Who witnessed His resurrection?  
 
So the community comes together, puts forth the names of two men (Barsabbas and Matthias) 
who, according to history were part of the 70 disciples that followed Jesus. After votes are cast 
for these two candidates the disciples pray for God’s direction, and then cast lots.  
 
The practice of casting lots is mentioned 70 times in the Old Testament but only seven times 
in the New Testament. This is the last time. Not much is known about the actual lots 
themselves. They could have been sticks of various lengths, flat stones like coins, or some kind 
of dice; but their exact nature is unknown. The closest modern practice to casting lots is likely 
flipping a coin. 
 
So is that the way we discern God’s direction? We find God’s will by flipping a coin? Don’t act 
like you haven’t done it before. Well, not exactly. This is a transition—a graduation if you will 
from the Old Covenant to the New. The number twelve is necessary to show that the church is 
now the continuation of God’s covenant people. This is one of the last mentions of casting lots 
in the Bible. And it’s no accident that it comes before the falling of the Holy Spirit in the next 
chapter. From here on out God will lead by His indwelling Spirit not by casting lots.  
 
Discovering God’s Direction 
So then if casting lots, or flipping coins aren’t how we discern God’s will, then how do we 
discern God’s direction? From the text we do learn there are some Theological ways we 
Discern God’s will: a) Scripture b) Prayer c) Community. Pastor Britt talked about the 
importance of prayer and bible mediation last week. We actually ended up in Boston (and Carp 
for that matter) because of the combination of each of those.  
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Those are the theological ways we discern God’s direction, but what about those times that 
we do that and we’re still unsure? But are there practical ways? And Does God have a will for 
our lives? We’ll address that latter question first. Does God have a will for our lives?  
 
Theologians distinguish between the hidden and revealed will of God. Throughout scripture 
we learn that God has a revealed will for your life.  
 
God wants us to live humbly, justly and to show mercy (Micah 6:8) 
He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to 
love mercy and to walk humbly] with your God. What do we know?  
 
God Wants us to Live Holy Lives/ lives of purity (1Thess 4:3) 
For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you should abstain from sexual immorality; 4 that 
each of you should know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honor, 
 
God Wants Us to Live in Gratitude (1 Thess 5:8) 
“In everything give thanks; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 
 
God Wants Us to live under the Sole influence of the Holy Spirit. (Eph 5:17)  
Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the Lord is.18 And do not be drunk with 
wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit, 
 
We often want God to show us the future, but not willing to just be faithful to love where we are 
in the present. I can be so consumed with what I don’t know that a lot of times I need to be 
reminded to begin with what I do know.  
 
One time after sitting with a Spiritual director, I told him about all of the things I was concerned 
about, the things I was struggling with. He looked at me and said, “Have you ever realized that 
in your imagined future, God is never there?” You’re so consumed with your plans for the 
future that I think you’re forgetting about God’s process/plans for you in the present. You’re so 
concerned about God’s Hidden will, that you’re missing God’s revealed will. What is God’s 
revealed will? When you read scripture you realize God has revealed his will for your life. 
 
God has a revealed will for you and for THE future. But the question is, does God have a 
particular or a hidden will for YOUR future? The answer is yes!  

 
James 4:13-15 
Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, 
carry on business and make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. 
What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you 
ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.” 

 
God has a plan and a will for the future but we don’t always know it. Paul says something 
similar to the church in Ephesus.  
 



 

 

5	

Ephesians 1:11 
In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works 
out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.  
 
Acts 18:21 
But as Paul left, he promised, “I will come back if it is God’s will.” Then he set sail from Ephesus.  

 
God does have a will. God has a will for THE future. And your future is a part of God’s 
redemptive plans. “What if the reason the bible is so silent about God’s will for tomorrow and 
so clear on God’s will for today is because the way we do God’s will today has a way of 
shaping our tomorrow?”  
 
 
Here’s the point: We can learn to discern God’s plan but we must always depend on God’s 
promises in our current process. You’ll notice there are three critical parts to that good news 
statement. The first is 
 

We Can Learn to Discern God’s Plan 
How do we do that? Well, we typically think of God’s will like this (I got this from a friend).  
 
Graphic 1: Bull’s eye  
There are all kinds of options available to me. But there’s one tiny bull’s eye that I need to hit if 
I’m to do God’s will. That dot represents to the blessing of God; the love, peace and shalom of 
God. We wake up in the morning and we’re like I got one shot. If I don’t hit it, then God’s 
disappointed and he’s like, ‘plan B.’ But if I really mess up then God’s angry with me. It creates 
all sorts of  
 
Did I make a decision several years ago that ruined God’s will for me? Did I meet the one? Or 
miss the career path? Was I outside God’s will? If I did miss it, am I now on plan B? If plan A 
was to take a certain job or marry a certain person did I completely blow it? I must have missed 
it because I’m not really happy where I’m at.  
 
Graphic 2: Which Way Should I Chose?  

All these options. This is just one decisions. Every decision leads us onto a path. The goal of 
life (our responsibility) is to discover the exact path of God’s will. If we find it we will make the 
best life for ourselves. God knows this right way. We have to discover this will, so our decisions 
become crippling.  
 
Graphic 3: You Are Here 
 
 
Graphic 4: You Should Be Here 

Matt Smith
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I can imagine that Peter may have experienced this after making the decision to appoint 
Matthias as the new Apostle. Some arm-chair quarterbacks feel this choosing was a 
mistake—maybe pre-mature. If they would have waited until after the Spirit fell, they would 
have eventually found Paul the Apostle who should have been the twelfth. It’ll preach. But I 
don’t think that’s Luke’s point.  
 

“There is no exegetical support in any New Testament text for the idea that the choice of 
Matthias to replace Judas was a mistake, and that “Paul…was God’s man for the filling of the 
gap. Matthias’s not being mentioned again in Acts is shared with eight other apostles1.” 

—A. Fernando  
Graphic 5: This is the wrong way to view God’s will.  
 
The reason is because we’re actually focusing on the wrong thing. Jerry Sittser is an author 
and pastor who lost his wife. As he was finishing grad school he was unsure whether or not he 
should go into medicine or a career in ministry. Both would be partnering in God’s mission. But 
he was unsure.  
 

We think long and hard when we choose a college, a job, a career, or a spouse. This makes 
good sense, considering how consequential these choices are. But we give little thought to how 
much TV we watch or how often we talk on the phone or how seldom we praise our children. Yet 
the little choices we make every day often have a cumulative effect far exceeding the 
significance of the big choices we occasionally have to make...  

 
We do not need to fret when we have to make big decisions about the future, worrying about the 
terrifying possibility that we might miss God’s will for our lives. We simply need to do what we 
already know in the present. God has been clear where clarity is most needed. The choices we 
make every day— to love a spouse after an argument, to treat an unkind coworker with respect, 
to serve food at a soup kitchen — determine whether or not we are doing the will of God. If we 
have a problem, it is not lack of knowledge; rather, it is our unwillingness to respond to the 
knowledge we have.  
 

Jerry Sittser, The Will of God as a Way of Life  
 
What is he saying? He’s saying so much of life is filled with decisions we’re unsure about. 
Should I marry this person, go to this school, move to this city, take this career path, or buy 
this house? What we tend to do is focus on the unknown instead of focusing on what we do 
know.  
 
Maybe this little illustration that will help? It’s Feb, and let’s say that my girls know that my 
birthday day is coming up in Sept. They are so intent on doing something huge for my big day. 
They want to do something that blesses me. And at the same time they’re asking, where 
should I go to college? I’m only in middle school or grade school. But I want to do what 
pleases you. So they come to me and say, “I want to get this for you or do that for you, but I 
can’t figure out what you really want.”  
																																																								
1 Fernando Ajith, NIV Application Commentary (p.78) 
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Now, I’m touched that they would think of me. I’m touched that they want to know where they 
should go to school, and they want my advice. But they still haven’t done their chores for the 
day. They are fighting with their siblings. They’re not loving one another.  
 
What do we do when we’re trying to make a decision that we have no idea what’s the best 
thing to do? We’ve sought scripture, we’ve prayed, we’ve counseled with trusted companions. 
This phrase might help, “In light of our past experience, my present circumstance, and my 
future hopes and dreams, what’s the wise and loving thing to do?” 
 
We know the framework of God's will for our lives in this world: we are called to love God and 
to love our neighbor (cf. Matthew 22:36-40 and 1 John 4:20-21). All the decisions we make 
about our lives ought to be framed within these two great commandments. Our lives are not 
our own to do with as we please. We are called to love God by loving our neighbor. This is the 
framework in which our lives ought to be lived. 
 
Graphic 6: Today, Tomorrow, Future 
We begin today by asking, what does it look like to live like Jesus? Holy Spirit, please empower 
me. You don’t know how? Read the sermon on the mount.  
 
Graph 7: Blessable Places 
 
We can learn to discern God’s plan. But sometimes it’s hidden. Last Spring we were forced out 
of our building in the South End of Boston. We found a temporary place in Cambridge. We 
thought we would maybe lose people, but we started growing with people from Cambridge. It 
became difficult to know what to do when it came time to go back. We had so much favor from 
the new building. The house manager became a Christian and became part of our church. They 
dropped the price by $1,600 per week, just to match our other building. Some people on our 
team felt we should stay. Others felt we should return. We didn’t know what to do. We put out 
fleeces. Looked for ridiculous signs. But when it came time to sign the lease, we had to decide. 
Would we go back and risk losing our new Cambridge people, but have the opportunity to 
impact a low-income multi-racial neighborhood, or stay and play it safe in a far more plush 
building with a manager who has our back?  
 
It’s a story similar to one in chapter 2 of fresh wind/fire (your assigned reading this week). We 
got together and prayed. But no fleece. No sign, only this question, In light of our past 
experience, our present circumstance, and our future hopes and dreams, what’s the wisest 
and loving thing to do? The building is more run down. The Neighborhood is more dangerous, 
and there’s less great restaurants. But we felt we could have the longest lasting impact in our 
old building in the South End.  
 
The first thing to recognize when making a decision is that the Father wants us to learn 
to discern His plans. But although we can learn to discern His plans… 
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But We Must Always Depend on God’s Promises in our Current Process 
 
I have to believe that Peter and the rest of the Apostle’s are depending on the promise of 
Jesus. Jesus, “you said you would build your church.” This is what the Psalms say. You said 
you would never leave us or forsake us. We don’t want to sin, and we don’t want to do 
anything stupid. We think we’re seeking your priorities over our personal agenda. Here’s the 
choices.  
 

Matthew 6:33-34 
But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as 
well. Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has 
enough trouble of its own. 

 
GOD’S WILL FOR YOU: SEEK GOD’S KINGDOM AND GOD’S RIGHTEOUSNESS, NOT YOUR 
FUTURE.  
 
At least 2x they say, show us which of these two you have chosen for ‘this’ ministry. They are 
seeking to further God’s kingdom far more than their own. That’s when we’re put in the 
blessable places.  
 
Now, I want to be careful with that phrase ‘Blessable places.’ Because what comes to mind 
when you think of blessable places? Comfort, ease, becoming the envy of others on social 
media! Having Amazing instagram photos! See, chances are, You might be hating life thinking I 
missed God’s will. Is that true? Have you missed God’s will?  
 
It’s possible. It’s possible that fear has driven you more than faith. That your addictions have 
blocked your apprenticeship to Jesus. The fruit of the Spirit is lacking because the folly of your 
choices. It’s crazy how much our decisions and choices have a lasting effect. God will forgive 
us, but the consequences remain. If that’s you, you may be thinking I’ve missed God’s will 
because of sin. It might be true. Maybe you have missed God’s will because of sinful patterns. 
Then repent! Turn from that sin and turn to Jesus. His arms are opened wide. And just like that,  
you’re back on.  
 
That’s how we live our lives under the canopy of God's forgiving love. This is a very important 
reality. I do not believe that God's specific will for our life is revealed to many of us for "we walk 
by faith, not by sight" (2 Corinthians 5:7). 
 
We can pray and pray for God's specific will to be revealed to us, but few of us will have our 
prayers answered. So, as Martin Luther advised, we will have to choose boldly our path. We 
don't often know for certain which is the right path. We choose, knowing that God's forgiving 
love will sustain us in the midst of lives' many decisions. 
 
 If perhaps you haven’t missed God’s best for you because of sin, maybe you’ve just made 
some stupid/unwise decisions. What’s the wise thing to do? Of course you begin with the 
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disciplines. But you also include community. You bring others around you as a clearness 
committee. You ask others about the choices in front of you and how it aligns with who you are 
in Christ. For your vocation, you ask, do my gifts match my role? I admire the fact that before 
Britt began shaping boards again, he brought the Elders into the room to ask, “Do you think I 
should do this?” But all of that followed a clear word from God one particular morning after 
meditating on scripture as has been his practice since his youth.  
 
Notice that I said, we must always depend on God’s promises in our current process?  

Because here’s the thing, many of you have been seeking God’s kingdom, but you don’t like 
feel you’re in a blessable place. You going through incredible suffering. You’re thinking, “I’m 
not necessarily in sin; and I’m following wisdom best I can and I’m going through suffering. 
How do I get off this path? There is a paradox of suffering.  
 
The reason suffering is a paradox in our discipleship is because it doesn’t follow any forms of 
rationality or clear patterns. There’s a paradox because we don’t know God’ will. Sometimes 
we learn God’s will through suffering. Joseph tremendous suffering. Potiphar’s wife tries to 
sleep with him. He says, I can’t sin against God. He continues to do God’s revealed will. As he 
does it he suffers more. When you get to the end of the story God reveals his will. He does 
God’s revealed will. At the end his brothers weeping. What you meant for evil God meant for 
good. I don’t know how God is working things out in your life. There may be evil things done to 
you. Not God’s will. God may be working all things together. It’s a paradox.  
 
It’s a paradox similar to the cross. The cross is both the worst and best day in history. We 
crucified Him. Lowest point in human history, but also the greatest point in human history. It’s a 
mystery I don’t understand. You might be experiencing tremendous injustice, but in the middle, 
God is working it out for God’s glory and for your good.  
 
Thomas Merton Prayer.  
 

“My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I 
cannot know for certain where it will end. Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I 
think that I am following your will does not mean that I am actually doing so. But I 
believe that the desire to please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that 
desire in all that I am doing. I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire. 
And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the right road, though I may know nothing 
about it. Therefore will I trust you always, though I may seem to be lost and in the 
shadow of death. I will not fear, for you are ever with me, and you will never leave me to 
face my perils alone.” 

—Thomas Merton 
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