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The ability of the believer to do God’s will and fulfill God’s plan for their individual life is one of the most 

important things that he can understand.  Yet, it is often times one of the most mysterious, confusing, 

and potentially frustrating aspects of the believer’s life.  A lack of Bible teaching from the pulpits has 

added to the confusion and ambiguity of understanding God’s will as well. 

Ephesians 1:9 identifies that God has revealed the mystery of His will to those who are in Christ. 

 “He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His kind intention which He 

 purposed in Him.” 

God made known to believers in Christ the mystery of His will.  The Koine Greek word from which 

“mystery” has been translated is  (“moo-staer-ee-on”) and it more literally means, “secrets 

known only to those on the inside of an organization.”  Believers are new creatures in Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 

5:17) and are inside of God’s family and Kingdom as a result of their position in Christ.  Because of their 

position in Christ, as adult sons of God and ambassadors for Him, believers are given the ability to know 

the will of God.  His will remains a mystery to those who are outside of Christ. 

Ephesians 5:17 commands the believer to not be foolish but to understand God’s will. 

 “So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.” 

The word “understand” is translated from the Koine Greek word συνίετε (“su-ni-eh-teh”) which literally 

means, “you all are commanded to perform the continuous type of action to assemble the facts 

together in order to understand the entire message.”  The believer is to take the principles of God’s 

Word and utilize them together in order to understand the will of God.  This is accomplished through the 

believers’ personal application of God’s Word in his personal walk with God according to Ephesians 5:15-

16. 

 “Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, making the most of your 

 time because the days are evil.” 

Romans 12:2 also identifies that believers are to test and prove that which is the good, acceptable, and 

perfect will of God. 

 “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so 

 that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.” 

The word “prove” is translated from the Koine Greek word δοκιμὰζειν (‘do-ki-mad-zein”) which literally 

means, “to perform the continuous type of action as a matter of purpose to approve something as being 

genuine through testing.”  Believers are to test what they think God’s will is in order to verify it as being 

God’s will or, through the testing of it, identify it as being counterfeit.  This must be done as a matter of 

purpose; it is not done accidentally.  To prove what the will of God is the believer must pay attention to 

purposely evaluate the their decisions as to being genuinely God’s will or not. 
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God has both revealed His will to believers and put His Holy Spirit into the believer so that the believer 

can carry out His will.  That being specifically, the good works which God has prepared for the believer 

to accomplish even prior to his salvation (cf. Eph. 2:10). 

Both God’s Word and the Spirit’s leading in it are given to the believer as necessary provisions for 

carrying out God’s will in service to Him. Therefore, it is imperative that Scripture be searched out in 

order that the believer come to a general, but comprehensive, understanding of God’s will, His leading 

to do His will, and how the Holy Spirit plays a role from within the believer to guide him as a child of 

God.  For indeed, 

 “…all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are the sons of God.”1  

Understanding God’s Will begins with understanding the three different types of God’s will revealed in 

His word. 

 1.  God’s Directive Will:  What God directs man to choose with his free will. 

 2.  God’s Permissive Will: What God permits man to choose with his free will. 

 3.  God’s Overruling Will: What God keeps man from accomplishing with is free will. 

Each of these three categories is an individual category, but together the three categories comprise the 

totality of God’s will.  There is nothing that occurs on earth or in heaven that is not part of God’s will 

(whether it be directed by Him, permitted by Him, or stopped by Him). 

There is no better story from Scripture in which to witness the realities of God’s will as in the story of 

Jonah in Jonah 1-3.  In Jonah 1, God directs Jonah what to do, permits him to disobey, and then 

overrules Jonah’s decision in order that Jonah would become obedient to His direction.  It is in this story 

that the believer is able to recognize the directive will of God, the permissive will of God, and the 

overruling will of God as God works omnisciently, graciously, and disciplinarily with Jonah to bring about 

His will. 

Jonah 1 clearly exhibits these three different types of will as God interacts with Jonah.  Jonah 1:1-2 

express God’s directive will for His prophet. 

 “The word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai saying, ‘Arise, go to Ninevah the great 

 city and cry against it, for their wickedness has come up before Me.’” 

God’s directive will to Jonah was to get up, go to Ninevah, and cry against it.   

However, Jonah exercised his free will to board a boat bound for Tarshish, rejecting God’s directive will 

as identified in Jonah 1:3. 

 “But Jonah rose up to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD.  So he went down to 

 Joppa, found a ship which was going to Tarshish, paid the fare, and went down into it to go with 

 them to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD.” 

                                                           
1
 Romans 8:14 NASB 
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God’s permissive will allowed Jonah to use his volition to reject the command he had been given. 

However, God kept Jonah from carrying out his decision through exercising His overruling will according 

to Jonah 1:4. 

 “The LORD hurled a great wind on the sea and there was a great storm on the sea so that the 

 ship was about to break up.” 

God’s overruling will brought a circumstance into Jonah’s path that kept him from being able to carry 

out his decision and flee to Tarshish.   

Enduring much discipline in the belly of the great fish for three days and three nights, Jonah finally 

repented and confessed his rebelliousness before heeding God’s directive will the next time at the 

beginning of Jonah 3. 

The same exhibition of God’s will is on display with God and Pharaoh in Egypt immediately prior to the 

exodus as seen in Exodus 7. 

 “Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘See I make you as God to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron shall 

 be your prophet.  You shall speak all that I command you, and your brother Aaron shall speak to 

 Pharaoh that he let the sons of Israel go out of his land.  But I will harden Pharaoh’s heart that I 

 may multiply My signs and My wonders in the land of Egypt.’” 

Moses and Aaron obediently follow God’s directive will for them to go and rely God’s message to 

Pharaoh, but Pharaoh does not obey God’s directive will to let the Israelites go.  So God uses ten plagues 

to overrule Pharaoh’s disobedience until finally, with the death of Pharaoh’s own son, God brings about 

the necessary circumstance causing Pharaoh to choose to let Israelites go. 

Understanding God’s will requires that the believe recognize that God has a directive will, a permissive 

will, and an overruling will.  Everything then, is God’s will in spite of not everything being what God 

wants to occur.  In terms of salvation this is expressed in 2 Peter 3:9 as,  

 “The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not 

 wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.” 

The word “wishing” is translated from the Koine Greek word βουλόμενός (“bou-lo-meh-nos”) which 

literally means, “participating in being acted upon in a continuous type of action as a matter of principle 

to desire an outcome or objective based on His own initiation.”  It is preceded by the word μὴ (“mae”) 

meaning, “not” so God does not desire the outcome that any person should perish.  But the reality is 

that there are those who will reject His Son and will perish in spite of it not being what God wants as an 

outcome.   What God wants to occur and what God wills to occur are not always one and the same. 

The outcome God desires to have occur is expressed through His directive will.  His permissive will, 

however, allows man and angels to choose for themselves whether they will carry out God’s directive 

will and thus fulfill the desire behind His direction.  But, His overruling will kicks in to stop the individual 



God’s Will & Leading and the Holy Spirit’s Role 
Dr. Todd Bounds 

4 
 

from being able to carry to completion something which is contrary to His directive will in certain 

situations.  Those situations are given all throughout Scripture, two of which, Jonah and Pharaoh, have 

been utilized as examples to illustrate the tree types of God’s will. 

In understanding God’s will it is important to recognize that God has given out His will in His Word.  

During the Old Testament there were many Christophanies (appearances of God the Son on earth prior 

to His time as the Jesus of Nazareth).  One such Christophany is when the LORD promises to Abram and 

Sarai that they will bear a child even in their old age in Genesis 18.  There were also visions and dreams 

through which God revealed His direct will to different people such as Isaiah in Isaiah 6 or Ananias in 

Acts 9:10-16 or Cornelius and Peter in Acts 10:1-23.  In these instances, God speaks directly to man what 

He wants them to accomplish. 

But God is no longer speaking to man in this way.  Prophecy has ceased to be given out.  God has 

revealed all that He wants revealed and we have it all contained within His Word (cf. 1 Cor. 13:8-10).  

This is what the vast majority of believers fail to recognize when it comes to seeking God’s will for 

specific situations or decisions.   

Often times when faced with a difficult situation or a major decision believers get on their knees before 

God asking God to tell them what to do.  This is seemingly a good thing, but it needs to be harmonized 

with the reality that God is not going to speak to believers in the same way that He has spoken to the 

apostles and prophets before the completion of Scripture.  

Believers are certainly to go to God in prayer for wisdom (cf. James 1:5) and with their requests (cf. 

Philippians 4:6; James 4:3).  But for the believer to expect that God will speak to him in the same way as 

He spoke to those through whom He revealed His word is a faulty expectation.  This faulty expectation 

results in the believer operating based upon mysticism rather than based upon faith. 

Mysticism is the belief in the secular world that believes that a person can have a connection with God 

or spirits through thoughts, meditation, or visions.  It has crept into the church’s teachings and theology 

because of a failure to accurately understand God’s instruction in walking by and operating in faith. 

The unbeliever cannot meditate a connection with God and therein come to understand God’s desires 

or direction for him.  Neither can the believer do likewise.  The only connection that can be had for any 

individual is that which is based upon one’s personal dependence upon Jesus Christ to be their savior.  

John 14:6 reveals,  

 “Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but 

 through Me.’” 

Mysticism is not the basis, nor has it ever been the basis, for man’s connection to God.  The basis for 

man’s connection to God has always been and will remain by faith during human history.  Sadly, 

mysticism and faith have become philosophically intertwined in today’s believers so that their tenets 

and beliefs are conflated together. 
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Mysticism seeks a connection with God through meditation, thought exercise, and mental solitude.  But 

faith achieves a connection to God when it relies on what God provides.  That connection is identified as 

“fellowship” in God’s Word, namely in 1 John 1:5-10 where fellowship with God is the result of walking 

in the Light with Him.  Walking in the Light is described as walking in righteousness through the control 

of the Holy Spirit by willful submission to Him rather than the flesh. 

Faith is a decision to depend upon God to do what He says He will do.  Mysticism is a pursuit of 

whatever may come into one’s mind through meditation or thought exercise and determining that to be 

the spiritual realm’s communication.  God is no mystic and, thus, the believer shall not be either.  Rather 

the believer shall by God’s instruction from His Word put together the principles that allow for him to 

see God’s will as Ephesians 5:17 identifies. 

If God is no longer giving out revelation of His will as 1 Corinthians 13:8-10 identifies, then how can the 

believer understand and accomplish God’s will?  The answer to that question is found in Ephesians 1:9, 

Romans 12:1-2, and Ephesians 5:15-17. 

The believer can know God’s will because He is a new creature in Christ and is spiritually alive.  Look at 

Ephesians 1:9, 

 “He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His kind intention which He 

 purposed in Him” 

As previously mentioned the word “mystery” from μυστήριον (“mu-stae-ri-on”) refers to “secrets known 

only to those on the inside of the organization.”  God’s will is a mystery to those who are not in Christ.  

This is because God has only made His will known to those who are in Christ as a result of their faith in 

Him.  Unbelievers cannot know the will of God.  They have not had the mysteries of God’s will revealed 

to them because they are not in Christ. 

Even if God had given them access to the mystery of His will they could not understand it because they 

are spiritually dead and do not have the natural inherent power to understand spiritual things according 

to 1 Corinthians 2:14. 

 “But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to 

 him; and he cannot understand them because they are spiritually appraised.”  

The word “understand” is translated from the Koine Greek word γνῶωαι (“gnoh-nai”) which literally 

means, “to perform the action in a point in time to understand by experience as a matter of purpose.”  

God’s will is spiritually understood when the believer depends upon God’s instruction and applies it by 

faith. 

The believer can know God’s will because God has made its secrets known to him because He is in Christ 

and because the believer is spiritually alive and has the ability to spiritually evaluate his situations and 

arrive at a conclusion from the Word of God regarding God’s directive will for him in it.  This is given to 

him at salvation when the Holy Spirit generates spiritual life in him and when God the Father places the 

believer into Christ.  Because of these realities the believer can know God’s will. 



God’s Will & Leading and the Holy Spirit’s Role 
Dr. Todd Bounds 

6 
 

In Romans 12:1-2 Paul explains how the believer comes to develop the ability to understand what God’s 

will is. 

 “Therefore, I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy 

 sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.  And do not be 

 conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may 

 prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.” 

The believer who desires to know God’s will for their life and carry it out must begin developing the 

ability to understand God’s will by placing his body upon God’s altar as a living sacrifice.  God has made 

the believer holy and acceptable in Christ; the believer must put his body up on the altar to God offering 

it to be used at God’s disposal.  

Becoming God’s servant who is totally at God’s disposal for all things results in the believer being 

transformed from that which the present age in which he lives is conforming him into.  Being conformed 

to the world keeps the believer from understanding the will of God because the believer conformed to 

the world thinks like the world thinks not like God thinks. 

Isaiah 55:8-9 says,  

 “‘For My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways,’ declares the LORD.  ‘For 

 as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My 

 thoughts than your thoughts.’” 

Understanding God’s will and plan for his life requires that the believer think like God thinks, not like 

man or the world thinks.  The only way for the believer to develop a divine perspective is through the 

renewal of His mind which transforms his human perspective to God’s perspective. 

The word “renewal” in Romans 12:2 is translated from the Koine Greek word ἀνακαινώσει (“a-na-kai-

noh-sei”) which literally means, “renewal of something through the taking out of the old and replacing 

of it with something new and superior in quality or characteristic, based on response.”  The believer’s 

inferior thought process must be removed and replaced with the superior thought process of God.  This 

requires the believer to study and apply the God’s instruction.  As the believer’s thought process and 

perspective is transformed into God’s thought process and God’s perspective within him he develops 

the ability to understand God’s will, resulting in him being able to test and prove all things in order to 

verify what is good and acceptable and perfectly God’s will. 

In Ephesians 5:15-17 Paul identifies the believer’s walk with God as the means through which he is able 

to develop an understanding of God’s will. 

 “Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, making the most of your 

 time, because the days are evil.  So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the 

 Lord is.” 
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The words “So then” in verse 17 are translated from the Koine Greek words διὰ τοῦτο (“di-ah tou-ta”) 

which literally mean, “Through this, being a tool or instrument used to accomplish something.” 

The “this” being referred to is what Paul wrote in verses 15 and 16.  By being careful to walk as wise 

men (spiritually rather than carnally) the believer is able to put together the principles necessary to 

understand the direct will of God.  It is through walking spiritually, having fellowship with God, that the 

believer is able to not be foolish, but to understand God’s will. 

God’s word teaches the believer how to think like God, how to understand God’s will, and how carry out 

God’s will for his life.  But the Holy Spirit plays a significant role in this, even producing “compelling 

necessities” in the believer under his control such as Jude identifies in Jude 1:3. 

 “Beloved, while I was making every effort to write to you about our common salvation, I felt the 

 necessity to write to you appealing that you contend earnestly for the faith which was once for 

 all handed down to the saints.” 

Jude had a plan in mind to write about the salvation that believers share together, but the Holy Spirit 

took his plan and went a different direction.  The words “I felt the necessity” are translated from the 

Koine Greek words ἀνάκην ἔσχον (“a-na-kaen es-chon”) which literally mean, “compelling necessity, 

based on response, I really performed the action in a point in time to have.” 

When Jude, the half-brother of Jesus, went to write about salvation the Holy Spirit in that moment in 

time compelled him to write that believers contend for the faith.  He had a compelling necessity within 

him to do something other than that which he had set out to do.  Jude was in fellowship with God, 

saturated to the point of control by God’s Spirit, submitted to God through placing his body up on God’s 

altar to be used by God, and God moved within him to direct him to write about something other than 

that which he was planning to write about. 

The compelling necessity within the believer is an internal leading of the Holy Spirit that the human 

spirit responds to out of obedience and is experienced alongside of a knowing that the believer must 

obey if he is going to remain under the Spirit’s control in fellowship with God.  It is the knowing of the 

believer’s spirit of that which the Holy Spirit is compelling to be done.  It is not an emotion, feeling, gut 

feeling, or reasoned conscientious thought; the compelling necessity is the Holy Spirit’s pulling of the 

believer to do God’s will. 

To understand the compelling necessity, the believer must be walking spiritually and having fellowship 

with God.  If the believer can ignore the internal pull and remain in fellowship with God then something 

other than the Spirit of God is pulling at him whether it be his own conscience, desire, or feeling. 

Summarily, the compelling necessity of the Holy Spirit is a knowing within the believer that he must be 

obedient to the Spirit’s tug in order to be obedient to God within his walk with Him.  This is one of the 

Holy Spirit’s ministries given to the believer which functions only while the believer is walking in 

fellowship with God. 
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The Holy Spirit’s role in the believer accomplishing God’s will also include His filling ministry, teaching 

ministry, and recall ministry. 

The filling ministry of the Holy Spirit is His complete and total control of the believer’s body through the 

believer’s willful submission and total obedience.  Ephesians 5:18 identifies,  

 “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit.” 

The word “filled” is translated from the Koine Greek word πληροῦσθε (“plae-rous-theh”) which literally 

means, “you all are commanded to be acted upon in a continuous type of action to be saturated to the 

point of control.”  This only occurs when two conditions are met: 

 1.  The believer has managed his sin life and confessed sin to the Father in accordance with 1 

 John 1:5-10. 

 2.  The believer submitted himself to God by placing his body upon God’s altar as a living 

 sacrifice in accordance with Romans 12:1-2. 

If the above conditions are met then the Holy Spirit has control of the believer until such a time as he 

takes himself off of the altar and sins.  While these two conditions are met the believer is walking by 

means of his human spirit as it is led by the Holy Spirit and everything that he does is the direct will of 

God (cf. Gal. 5:16,22-25). 

The teaching ministry and recall ministry of the Holy Spirit are identified by Jesus in John 14:26 when the 

Holy Spirit was promised as the believer’s “Helper”. 

 “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all 

 things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you.” 

The word “helper” is translated from the Koine Greek word παράκλητος (“par-ah-klae-tos”) which 

literally means, “One who is called alongside of another for the purpose of assistance, being a tool or 

instrument used to accomplish something.”  The Holy Spirit is called alongside the believer in Christ for 

the purpose of assisting the believer in accomplishing those things which God has prepared beforehand 

for the believer to accomplish.  The Holy Spirit is the instrument within the believer who leads and 

controls the believer fellowship with God in accomplishing God’s will during his time on earth. 

The word “teach” is translated from the Koine Greek word διδάξει (“di-dax-ei”) which literally means, 

“He really will perform the action in a point in time in the future to provide instruction to another 

through the systematic communication of information that is presented with the intention of the 

learner utilizing the information in their life.”  Jesus’ statement speaks about and promises a time in the 

future when the Holy Spirit would arrive.  The Church age began when this promise was fulfilled 

beginning with the apostles on the day of Pentecost according to Acts 2:1-4.  When the Holy Spirit was 

sent to indwell believers it was to carry out His teaching ministry to the believer. 

The Holy Spirit’s role in the life of the believer is to instruct the believer systematically in the Word of 

God as the believer’s primary teacher, corrector, agent of conviction, and trainer of righteousness (cf. 1 
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John 2:27; 2 Tim. 3:16-17).  This information learned by the believer is something which the Holy Spirit 

uses to remind the believer of truth as well through His recall ministry. 

The words “bring to remembrance” are translated from the Koine Greek word ὑπομνήσει (“hu-po-

mnae-sei”) which literally mean, “He really will perform the action in a point in time in the future to 

bring back to the forefront of one’s thought process something which has been previously learned.”  

Again, Jesus’ statement is given prior to the sending of the Holy Spirit, thus it is refers to a future action 

which has now been fulfilled.  The Holy Spirit is sent in order to bring to the forefront of the believer’s 

mind the truths of God’s word which he had been taught already by the Holy Spirit. 

God the Father and the Son sent the Holy Spirit so that the believer would be able to be taught in the 

instruction and application of God’s Word and so that the believer would have within him One who 

would bring back to the forefront of the believer’s mind God’s instruction and its application as the 

believer is controlled by the Spirit. 

The believer’s ability to understand God’s direct will for their life requires that the believer walk with 

God moment by moment, having God’s thought process developed in him for the Holy Spirit’s utilization 

as the believer is controlled by God’s Spirit moment by moment. 


