Three Walnut Shells, a Dried Pea and Flashcards

April 11, 2010 

· How many here desire to know and do God’s will?

· How many feel deeply confident that you truly know and do God’s will on a regular basis? 

· How many are certain, when critical issues arise, that you’re able to clearly discern and do his will?

I’ve recently been involved in a heart-rending discussion about this. Here’s one statement from a recent email: “I’m so confused right now with what God is doing with my life and trying to teach me. I know God is trying to teach me something but I miss it every time! I think God wants me to understand something but I continually miss the point, so He tries again.” Have you ever felt this way? Desperation to know God’s will?
Three shells and a pea – video 

God desires that you know his will, even more than you do. He really does. You may believe this; truly desire this; but easy say; hard do. In discussions about God’s will, we hear terms like: discover, find, uncover, frustration.... far more often than know and certainty.
How many were drilled with math flash cards in elementary school? Is this how God communicates with us?
When it comes to God’s will, we often think in terms like the shell and pea game, or flash cards. My correspondent…
I am so confused right now with what God is doing with my life and trying to teach me. 
I know God is trying to teach me something but I miss it every time! 
I think God wants me to understand something but I continually miss the point so He tries again.
Is God’s will, his plan for our lives truly this difficult to find and do? Does he play games, like Hide-and-Seek with us? Or, have we – as humans tend to do –taken something that’s actually much simpler and made it impossible?

We’ll find help with these questions in Philippians 2:12,13. First, let’s review....
Paul I want you to understand...

1. ...my JOY, GRATITUDE AND LOVE FOR YOU ALL (1:1-8)

2. ...WHAT I’M PRAYING for you (1:9-11)

3. ...my SEEMINGLY DIFFICULT CIRCUMSTANCES  (1:12-18)

4. ...THE FOUNDATIONAL DECISION I’VE MADE (1:19-21)  ...to live is Christ; to die is gain.
5. ...MY PROBABLE FUTURE (1:22-26)

6. ...YOUR LIVES CAN DEMONSTRATE THE GOSPEL (1:27–2:11; 17-29) unity and service
Then he’s going on to help the Philippians discover that 

7. ...YOU CAN KNOW AND DO GOD’S WILL (2:12-13)

Whom do you love and respect deeply? Who comes to mind? Parent, spouse, son, daughter, friend? What does it mean to you, and to that person, when you bring him/her significant pleasure, joy? Debbie and I are blessed with delightful relationships with our 3 sons and 2 daughters-in-law. The relationship with David/Sharon, our oldest and his wife, is very special. Debbie and I joke that we hope to be just like them...when we grow up. 

Last November, Debbie was with them when their first child was born. It was understood that I would not meet little Audrey until this next month when we go to Indiana to celebrate David’s completion of grad school and to meet Dylan. But, no way was I going to wait six months. I flew to Indianapolis secretly. Under the guise of going shopping, Debbie picked me up at the airport and took me to their home. When David saw me, all he could do was slap his hand over his mouth and utter, “Oh my; oh my,” before hugging me and introducing Audrey. When Sharon woke from a nap, she came out, saw me and tears came to her eyes as she hugged me and kissed me on the cheek. To my great joy and delight, I had brought them great joy, delight.

And that’s what knowing and doing God’s will is about—living in a manner that brings pleasure, delight and joy to God. As a follower of Jesus Christ, you daily have the responsibility, opportunity and privilege to do just that. 
So then, my dear friends, just as you have always obeyed, not only in my presence but even more in my absence, continue working out your salvation with awe and reverence, for God is the one bringing forth and energizing in you both the will and the effort needed to bring him pleasure.

Before we look closely at these verses, I want to summarize what Paul said in a simple, impossibly bold, possibly frightening statement, one you might consider “over the top,” one to which you may respond: “Say what? Are you crazy?” I firmly believe that Paul is telling the Philippians... 

Love God...and do as you please. If you remember nothing else today, remember this and ponder its radical intent:

Love God...and do as you please.

Let’s look more closely at the two verses.
So then, my dear friends, just as you have always obeyed, not only in my presence but even more in my absence...
So, my beloved brothers and sisters in Christ, let me remind you that, since we first met, you have listened to me and heeded my words. It hasn’t mattered whether I was with you or not. 
continue working out your salvation with awe and reverence, for God is the one bringing forth and energizing in you both the will and the effort needed to bring him pleasure.

Your part: continually working out your salvation with awe and reverence...
God’s part: continually working in you, supernaturally shaping and transforming your character so that your choices, your decisions, your actions are increasingly in keeping with his will, with what pleases him. 
Discerning and doing God’s will has far more to do with his shaping of our character, our inner person, than with special knowledge or insight or circumstances or dreams that we might hope for, something clear like handwriting in the sky, finding the pea or catching a clear picture of what’s written on the flash card. 
We want visible signs that tell us God’s will; 
God wants transformed character from which we’ll do his will.  
We’re overwhelmingly concerned with what we’re doing; 
while God is far more concerned with who we’re becoming.
Yet, a valid question remains: what does it mean to “continually work out your own salvation with fear and trembling”? And, how do we do it? How do we go about “working out” what God apparently is “working in”?
First, understand there are three elements, three tenses of “salvation.”
In the past, you “Were Saved” (justification): through your trust in Christ, God has already saved you, has bought you (1Cor 6:19,20), and brought you into an eternal relationship with himself. Saved from sin’s penalty.
In the future, you “Will be Saved” (glorification): be assured of this: one day you’ll stand in his presence and be like his son, Jesus. Will be changed and saved from sin’s presence.
However, now you live in between the past/future; in the present, in today, in every today.
In these moments, you are “being saved” (sanctification): this is where you live now; the element of your salvation in which you dynamically partner with God. We are being saved, being delivered from sin’s power. It’s a dynamic process, a dynamic partnership. It’s what Paul describes in 2Cor 3:18, increasingly delivered from the power of sin. 
It’s this third element of salvation, the sanctification process, the active process of becoming more and more like Jesus that Paul is describing here. This is what you are to work out. You are to be active participants in this process.
Continue working out your salvation....  We ask God, 
“What should I do in this relationship?” God says, work it out…as I work within you.

“Is this the career path I should take?” God says, work it out…as I work within.

“Is this person I should commit to for life?” God says, work it out…as I work within.

“How should I respond in this difficult situation?” God says, work it out…as I work within.

Certainly, it would be easier if God wrote what we need to do in the sky, but that’s not what God wants for us. Instead, He wants mature partners, men and women he can trust to do things well. And mature partners work it out, knowing that God is at work in them, willing and working for his good pleasure.

What prepares us to “work it out” and do it well? What shapes us to be the kind of people who can “work it out”? What makes us the kind of people to whom God can say, “Love me, and do as you please”?

First, a reverent awe, an authentic humility that is always amazed that God desires to partner in this process with us, that never takes it for granted, that always takes God seriously. 

Second, a return to Phil 1 where Paul has already pointed out what’s needed to be those to whom God can say, “Love me, and do as you please”
I pray that your love may abound still more and more 
Key to knowing and doing God’s will isn’t more information; it’s greater love. “I pray that your love might abound more and more....” If we would live out God’s will, if we would work out our salvation with fear and trembling in this dynamic partnership with God, we need to abound in love, our lives must be filled to overflowing with love.  Shaped in the crucible of love to be certain kinds of people, people who can then do what is pleasing to God.
God’s love for us (we love because he loved us) 
our love for God  (if you love me, you’ll obey me; word/prayer)
our unconditional love for others
And, as we are formed and shaped by the incredible nature of God’s love, as it abounds
in knowledge and every kind of insight so that you can decide what is best and be sincere and blameless for the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ to God’s glory and praise.

Verses 10 and 11 are a great description of what doing God’s will looks like: looking at the choices life brings your way (money, friends, activities, leisure time, etc) and deciding to do what’s best, making good decisions. 
What is the source of a life like this? According to Paul, in Phil 1:9, the source of a life in which God’s will is lived out is love. 
Love God...and do as you please
God’s will is not elusive, hidden under a walnut shell; nor is it written on flash cards that move too quickly to be seen. The ability to discern and do God’s will is not dependent on special knowledge or piles of information. God prepares and shapes us in the crucible of his love






