Acts: The Basics Of The Christ-life

Week 6: Looking for God’s Leading

January 27, 2013
To start out our lesson today, we played a few rounds of Would You Rather?—a game where you must raise your hand to indicate your choice between two options. Participants had to make a choice; they weren’t allowed to say, “Well, it depends.”

For each question, I also asked for a couple of volunteers to explain why they made that particular choice.

· Would you rather live in another country for a year or live in a different city in this country each month for a year?

· Would you rather have one date with your favorite celebrity or five dates with your crush from school?

· Would you rather be an athlete or a movie star?

· Would you rather listen to your least favorite song on repeat for 24 hours or clean the toilets at your school for a week?

· Would you rather take a vacation at the beach or a vacation in the mountains?

· Would you rather dance in front of your whole school or sing in front of your whole school?

These were all fun decisions.  And there were no real consequences either way.  But what do we do when we have big decisions to make?  When there are real consequences?  How do we go about making them?  And what’s God’s role in all of this?  We’re about to find out the answer to these questions and more!
Read Acts 16:6-15 (nlt)
6Next Paul and Silas traveled through the area of Phrygia and Galatia, because the Holy Spirit had prevented them from preaching the word in the province of Asia at that time. 7Then coming to the borders of Mysia, they headed north for the province of Bithynia, but again the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them to go there. 8So instead, they went on through Mysia to the seaport of Troas.

9That night Paul had a vision: A man from Macedonia in northern Greece was standing there, pleading with him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us!” 10So we decided to leave for Macedonia at once, having concluded that God was calling us to preach the Good News there.

11We boarded a boat at Troas and sailed straight across to the island of Samothrace, and the next day we landed at Neapolis. 12From there we reached Philippi, a major city of that district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. And we stayed there several days.

13On the Sabbath we went a little way outside the city to a riverbank, where we thought people would be meeting for prayer, and we sat down to speak with some women who had gathered there. 14One of them was Lydia from Thyatira, a merchant of expensive purple cloth, who worshiped God. As she listened to us, the Lord opened her heart, and she accepted what Paul was saying. 15She was baptized along with other members of her household, and she asked us to be her guests. “If you agree that I am a true believer in the Lord,” she said, “come and stay at my home.” And she urged us until we agreed.

This passage occurs on Paul’s second missionary journey.  He had recently had a heated disagreement with Barnabas about John Mark’s presence on their trip.  Paul and Barnabas had such a rift that they went their separate ways.  Shortly after reading that Paul and his companions had picked up a young man named Timothy, who later would become Paul’s protégé, we encounter this passage where we see a glimpse into the amazing way God worked as he led Paul.

In verses 6 and 7 we see that the Holy Spirit was intervening in the life of Paul and his companions.  How exactly this looked, we don’t know.  Did the Spirit talk to them?  Was it an urge or a feeling?  While Luke does not specify as to how it happened, what we know is that the Holy Spirit undeniably intervened in Paul’s life.  The Spirit closed the door to one opportunity but opened the door to another.

There’s a good chance that you have experienced this very thing in your life.  Maybe you had a decision to make and you felt led to choose one path over the other.  Or maybe, like Paul, you wanted to go in Direction A, and tried to go that way but found that it was not going to open up.  Only then did you discover that God had Direction B in mind the whole time.  However it has looked in your life, God indeed intervenes to lead us according to His will.  This lesson will help us begin to look for such a leading and to respond to it accordingly.

This is the last of our six-lesson study of the book of Acts.  As we just read, this passage talks about how the Holy Spirit works to lead and direct us.  Let’s see what we can find about how this applies to our lives today.
1. Through the Holy Spirit, God guides and directs our lives

· Do you enjoy making big decisions, or do you tend to delay or avoid big decisions? Why?

· Have you ever faced a decision that required you to choose between two good options?  How did you know which one to choose?

· Is it surprising that in verse 6, we read that the Holy Spirit prevented Paul and Silas from preaching the message of Jesus in the province of Asia?  Why or why not?

· Have you ever felt the Holy Spirit lead you or offer you wisdom or guidance?  How did you know the Spirit was directing you?

God is not a hands-off God.  He actively works in our lives to lead and direct us.  The Holy Spirit opens some doors for us and closes others.  How this looks is different in different circumstances.  And how the Spirit leads you might not be how he leads others.  But we can be sure that God is at work, leading us to serve Him according to His will.
2. God will lead us if we are listening

· What does it mean to listen for God?  When you listen for God, exactly what are you attempting to hear?
· What are some specific ways God might communicate with you?  Do you think that list would include visions, like Paul experienced in verse 9?  Why or why not?
· Have you ever considered that God might be speaking to you or leading you, but if you are not waiting in expectation, you might miss it?  How can you be sure that what you feel is God’s leading is really God and not you?

We know from Scripture that God speaks to people, that God leads people, that God convicts people to act, and that God puts certain tasks or passions on people’s hearts.  All of these are ways God leads us.  But if we are not on the lookout for God, we may miss opportunities to join him on his mission.  We have to make ourselves available to be used by God and then look for Him to speak or lead us.
3. Listening and obeying the Spirit’s lead will open the door to being used by God

· In verses 13 through 15, we read of how Paul and Silas and their ministry team met a woman named Lydia, who became the first recorded follower of Christ in Europe. How does this event change your perspective on verse 6, when the Holy Spirit stopped the team from ministering in the province of Asia?

· Even when we sense God leading us in a certain direction, why do we sometimes turn away and do what we want to do?

· Have you ever made a decision without consulting God in prayer and then asked God to bless your decision?  What is the problem with this approach?

God longs to use us.  God leads us in our decisions and choices so that we can be used.  But we have to make ourselves available and then follow through with seeking God’s will.  We have to consult God before we make decisions, to allow Him to speak into our lives.  By doing so, we become resources for God.
ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION
What is a coincidence, and do you believe coincidences are possible with God?  Why or why not?
Proverbs 16:33 (nlt)
We may throw the dice, but the Lord determines how they fall.

· Read Proverbs 16:33. What do you think this verse is communicating?  What is its central message, particularly when we’re talking about finding direction from God?
Isaiah 58:11 (nlt)
The Lord will guide you continually, giving you water when you are dry and restoring your strength.  You will be like a well-watered garden, like an ever-flowing spring.

· Read Isaiah 58:11.  What emotions does this verse evoke, especially about obeying God’s leading in your life?
APPLICATION

· When has God closed a door to something you really wanted to do?  How did it make you feel?
· Can you look back and see how God might have been leading you in another direction for your good and the good of His kingdom?
· When has God opened a door for you?  When have you had an opportunity in your life that you knew was from God?
· How did you feel knowing that God had lead you to this opportunity?
· What does it take to begin to recognize and look for God’s leading in the daily decisions we make in our lives?

SUMMARY 
God leads and directs our lives.  Sometimes God opens doors, and sometimes God closes them.  And God can use obstacles to speak to us.  For our part, learning to sense what God is doing is key, as you discovered in this lesson.  Watching for God’s move and waiting expectantly to see what God will do is vital in allowing God to lead us.
For Keeps [Memory Verse]

“The Lord will guide you continually, giving you water when you are dry and restoring your strength.  You will be like a well-watered garden, like an ever-flowing spring” (Isaiah 58:11 NLT).
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