
“Keys to Knowing God’s Will”

Acts 1:12-26

One of the questions that I have been asked the most as a pastor has been this 

one, “How does a person really know the will of God for his or her life?”  Life is 

full of decisions, some of them minor, some of them major.  Each phase of life 

often carries its own major decisions.  When you are young, you grapple with 

decisions about school and what career to choose, who to marry, and when to 

start a family.  When you begin to get older and get into the middle aged years, 

you deal with adult children and aging parents.  In the decisions of life, believers 

want to know the mind and will of God in the matter.  

It really ought to be the desire of every heart to know the will of God because, 

let’s face it—nothing is more important than knowing and doing God’s will.  Yet 

often we operate under the assumption that the will of God is a complicated 

thing.  Christians tend to believe six different ‘myths’ about the will of God:

• The “Map” Myth

• The “Misery” Myth

• The “Missionary” Myth

• The “Miracle” Myth

• The “Missed It” Myth

• The “Mystery” Myth 

The fact of the matter is this—there is no one who wants you to know the will of 

God any more than God Himself.  It is not a complicated thing.  Now, that doesn’t 

mean that it will be easy, but it is not complicated.  If you want to know the will of 



God, I believe that the passage we are going to look this morning provides us 

with some critical keys to knowing and discerning God’s will.

Within this passage, the disciples return to Jerusalem after having witnesses the 

Lord’s ascension into heaven.  They enter into the upper room where they have 

been meeting to pray and wait.  Luke will mention the disciples by name, as well 

as the fact that they are joined by several others.  The text reveals that they are 

faced with a critical decision that will require prayer and God’s guidance.  This 

decision serves as the first major event that the fledgling group of believers will 

face, and many more will be on the way.  So the passage teaches us much about 

discerning the will of God for our lives.  There are at least four ‘keys’ to knowing 

the will of God that we find in the text.

#1: Community—God places us into His family (1:12-14)

“Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near 

Jerusalem, a Sabbath day’s journey away.  And when they had entered, they 

went up to the upper room, where they were staying, Peter and John and James 

and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James the son of 

Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot and Judas the son of James.  All these with one 

accord were devoting themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary 

the mother of Jesus, and His brothers.”

Some have suggested that Acts is similar to the book of Joshua in the Old 

Testament because it is a ‘bridge’ book.  Acts is a bridge between the gospels 

and the epistles just as Joshua bridges the period between Israel’s wandering in 

the wilderness and the time of settling down in the land.  At the beginning of Acts, 

we find an interesting parallel to Joshua.  After the Israelites had crossed the 

Jordan River and went into the land, you would think that it was time for them to 



immediately move against the fortified cities of the land.  Instead, God told them 

to wait and and consecrate themselves.  It took several days.

Well, this is similar to what we find here in the first chapter of Acts.  Instead of 

moving out immediately into the world, we find the disciples waiting over a ten 

day period in which several important things needed to happen first.

One of the themes that we will see over and over again in the book of Acts is the 

emphasis that is placed on believers living in covenant community with one 

another.  The church is a assembly of redeemed men and women who are living 

under the lordship of Jesus Christ.  They aren’t in isolation from others, but are 

yoked up together.  This begins with a few men and women who are mentioned 

here in chapter 1.  What type of community are they?

A diligent community

Verse 12 begins by saying that the disciples “returned to Jerusalem.”  They had 

been on the mount of Olives where the Lord had visibly ascended.  It was said to 

be a Sabbath day’s journey away from the city.  A Sabbath day’s journey was 

about 2,000 cubits, which was roughly three quarters of a mile.  The phrase itself 

comes from the Old Testament period of the Tabernacle.  The tents of the 

Israelites were situated by tribes around the Tabernacle, none being more than 

2,000 cubits away.  Since work was not allowed on the Sabbath, the farthest 

distance they were allowed to walk was the distance from their tent to the 

Tabernacle.  Luke is using this language to let us know how far away they were 

from the upper room where they were gathered.

More than likely, the upper room was the same location where they disciples had 

shared the Passover meal with Jesus.  It perhaps was the same room where 

Jesus had appeared to them after His resurrection.  It must have been a rather 



large room, for verse 15 says that around 120 of them were gathered together 

there.

Keep in mind that the last thing Jesus told the group to do was wait in Jerusalem 

until they were supplied with the power of His Spirit.  So verse 12 shows us how 

they were simply being obedient to what they clearly knew to do.  It was 

important for them to wait.

Wait?  Really?  We’re people of action!  We expect action immediately.  We get 

fidgety if things aren’t happening right away.  Nothing is more problematic to us 

than the thought of ‘delay.’  Yet we all have seasons like this in life, don’t we?  

These are often the most difficult times for us to live through.  We want to do 

something.  Or, even more so, we want God to do something.  When He doesn’t 

do anything, we assume that things have gone wrong, that we’ve missed His will 

in some way.  Yet that is not always the case.  It could be that you are in the 

waiting room.

Waiting for direction is an important part of the Christian life.  Before God did 

anything with the men and women we read about in Scripture, He put them in the 

waiting room.

• Abraham and Sarah waited decades to have their first child, even though God 

had promised

• Joseph spent years in prison before he was promoted to a place of service

• Joshua and the Israelites waited forty years in the wilderness before they 

entered the Promised Land

• David waited a decade and a half after being anointed before finally becoming 

king



• Elijah waited in hiding for three and a half years before the showdown with 

the false prophets of Baal

• Jesus waited until He was thirty years old before He began His earthly 

ministry

Waiting isn’t an easy thing to do, but it is an extremely important thing to do in 

seeking to know the will of God.  But keep in mind the fact that the disciples 

aren’t passively waiting.  Rather, they are being obedient to the last thing they 

knew Jesus had clearly told them to do.  He had told them to go into the city and 

stay put.  

In seeking to know and do the will of God in life, before you are given any 

direction in the decisions you are faced with, understand that it begins with being 

obedient to the things you've already been told to do.  The disciples are diligent 

to obey to Jesus’ instructions.    

A diverse community

Not only is this a diligent community of believers, but notice that they are quite 

diverse.  Verse 13 mentions the names of the remaining eleven disciples, a very 

diverse group of guys when you really think about it.  They came from many 

different backgrounds such as fishermen and tradesmen.  One worked for the 

IRS.  Another had been a political activist.

Verse 14 mentions how they were together with the women including Mary, the 

mother of Jesus.  Luke is careful to give prominence to women in both his 

Gospel as well as in Acts.  The half-brothers of Jesus are even included in the 

group, which was a remarkable thing.  According to John’s gospel, just a few 

months prior to the crucifixion:



John 7:5—“For not even His brothers believed in Him.”

Something happened that brought the other half siblings of Jesus to faith.  No 

doubt it was the resurrection!  Paul gives us a clue:

1 Corinthians 15:3-7—“Christ died for our sins in accordance with the 

Scriptures, that He was buried, that He was raised on the third day in 

accordance with the Scriptures, and that He appeared to Cephas, then to 

the twelve.  Then He appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one 

time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.  Then 

He appeared to James, then to all the apostles.”

The risen Jesus appeared to James, His own half-brother, who then brought the 

others to faith.

A devoted community

The community believers is diligent and diverse, and they are also devoted to 

one another.  Notice how in verse 14, Luke says:

“All these with one accord were devoted themselves to prayer, together with the 

women…”

It literally reads, “with one accord they were continually devoting themselves 

together.”  The way that the original language is structured is known as 

‘periphrasis.’  It is a stylistic device that is is defined as the use of excessive 

words to convey a meaning that could have been converted in fewer words, but it 

is done for the sake of emphasis.  Luke is saying that it is nothing short of a 

miracle that such a group be yoked up together in prayer and common 

fellowship.  Only the gospel can do this!



James Boice—“People need people.  This is part of what it means to be a 

human being.  One of the worst things that can happen to a person is to be 

utterly isolated from other people, and the converse of this is that if we are to 

grow intellectually, socially, and spiritually, we need others.  Christians need other 

Christians.”

If you want to know the will of God for your life, then you need to know that it 

begins with you being in community with other brothers and sisters in the faith.  

God has saved us, not so we can be isolated from others, but so we can have 

true gospel fellowship with one another.  So much of our struggling to discern 

God’s will for our lives stems from a lack of living in close fellowship with other 

believers.

#2: Prayer—God hears us when we call on His name (1:14, 24)

“All these with one accord were devoting themselves to prayer, together…And 

they prayed…”

A second key to discerning the will of God in life involves prayer.  Prayer is one of 

those things in life that is often more praised than practiced.  The early church 

didn’t merely praise prayer—they practiced it!  Prayer was all they had.  I wonder 

sometimes if our prayer life is tepid because we have so much other ‘stuff’ to fall 

back on.  These disciples didn’t have anything else to fall back on.  They had 

prayer, one another, and the promise of God’s Spirit.  Notice a couple of things 

about their prayer:

Corporate prayer

Verse 14 says that with “one accord” they were devoting themselves to prayer.  

While I am certainly grateful for the times of personal prayer that I am able to 



have with God, some of the richest times of prayer in my life have been in close 

fellowship with others as we were praying together over a matter.  

“One Accord”—the Greek adverb is ‘homothumadon’ and means to come 

together with unity and oneness; used 12 times in the NT, 10 of which are by 

Luke in Acts

It is a compound of two words meaning to “rush along” and “in unison.”  The 

image is almost musical.  Think about how in an orchestra, a number of notes are 

played, that while different, they harmonize in terms of both pitch and tone. As 

the instruments of a concert are under the direction of a concert master, even so 

the Holy Spirit blends together the lives of members of Christ’s church.  Though 

we may be different in size, color, and interests—we’re led by Christ.

Just consider a small sampling of how this term is used:

Acts 2:46—“Day by day continuing with one mind in the temple…”

Acts 4:24—“And when they heard this, they lifted their voiced with one 

accord and said…”

Acts 5:12—“…and they were all with one accord.”

Paul used the word only once in his letters, but it expresses the essential attitude 

that he prayed would characterize the church.  He wrote to believers:

Romans 15:5-6—“Now may the God who gives perseverance and 

encouragement grant you to be of the same mind with one another 

according to Christ Jesus, so that with one accord you may with one voice 

glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 



In seeking to know the will of God, I know of no more important a thing that you 

can do than to ask another believer to join you in united prayer over a matter.  I’m 

telling you, there is power in a group of people who are praying together with one 

accord that is unlike anything else in the world.

Matthew 18:19-20—“Again I say to you that if two of you agree on earth 

concerning anything that they ask, it will be done for them by My Father in 

heaven.  For were two or three are gathered together in My name, I am 

there in the midst of them.”

Consistent prayer

Again, when you pay attention to language of verse 14, you come away with an 

understanding that the disciples are being consistent in prayer.  Earlier, Luke has 

mentioned the fact that Jesus had appeared to His disciples over a period of forty 

days prior to ascension.  He had told them to wait for the promise of the Father 

which they would receive “not many days from now.”  Ten days after His 

ascension, the Holy Spirit came to indwell and empower the believers.  During 

that ten day period of time in between, the disciples were waiting patiently in 

consistent prayer.  They were not praying for the Spirit to come, for His coming 

had been promised.  They were praying for direction.  They were praying as a 

means of worship and fellowship with God.  One person has said that they were 

probably praying something along these lines:

“Lord, prepare us for what lies ahead.  Enable us to carry out the mission You 

gave us.  Show us our next steps!”  

This becomes a pattern that we will see repeated over and over again throughout 

the book of Acts.  Before any major progress is made, the church bathes its 

ministry in prayer.



#3: Scripture—God speaks as we read His Word (1:15-22)

“In those days Peter stood up among the brothers (the company of persons was 

in all about 120) and said, ‘Brothers, the Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the 

Holy Spirit spoke beforehand by the mouth of David concerning Judas, who 

became a guide to those who arrested Jesus.  For he was numbered among us 

and was allotted his share in this ministry.”

In seeking to know the will of God for life, it is important to be in community with 

other believers, and it is vital that you pray.  The third key involves the Scriptures.  

The primary place you and I can find God’s will is right here in the pages of the 

Bible.  The will of God is revealed in the Word of God.  That is where we begin.

Jim Shaddix—“Many Christians spend inordinate amounts of time and energy 

trying to find out God’s concealed will while ignoring so much of His revealed will.  

Doesn’t it make sense that He would want us to give first priority and attention to 

the stuff He has revealed in the pages of Scripture?  Why should He tell us 

where we should go to college or whom we’re supposed to marry if we’re not at 

all interested in making disciples or living holy lives?”

We’re able to see this truth illustrated here through Peter’s leadership.  Notice 

how he gathers the group of believers and leads them to submit their lives and 

circumstances to God’s Word where they will find direction.  Maybe some of the 

others were having a difficult time seeing how Judas and his betrayal all fit into 

God’s plan.  Or, maybe they were having a hard time understanding how the 

Lord’s earlier promise to them would be fulfilled:

Matthew 19:28—“Truly, I say to you, in the new world, when the Son of Man 

will sit on His glorious throne, you who have followed Me will also sit on 

twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.”



There were twelve thrones, twelve tribes, but now there were only eleven 

apostles.  What were they to do?  It is their first real crisis.

Because he knew the Scriptures, and because Jesus had opened up his mind to 

understand the Scriptures in light of His death and resurrection, Peter knew the 

group had a decision to make when it came to replacing Judas Iscariot.  

Inspiration of Scripture

Verse 16 says that Peter understood that the Scripture had to be fulfilled 

concerning Judas.  What he says here is one of the clearest statements about 

the nature of inspiration.  As he quotes from Psalms 69 and 109, which were 

written by David, he acknowledges that it was the Holy Spirit who spoke through 

David.

I have heard it said, “If you want to hear God speak, read His Word.  If you want 

to hear Him speak audibly, read the Bible out loud!”  God has spoken to 

humanity.  He has revealed His Word, and has given it to us right here through 

inspired Scripture.

Hebrews 1:1-2—“Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to 

out fathers by the prophets, but in these last days He has spoken to us by 

His Son, whom He appointed the heir of all things, through whom also He 

created the world.”

Now, obviously this doesn’t mean that, as I ‘magically’ open my Bible, I can 

expect an easy answer for every decision that I’m faced with.  It doesn’t imply 

that I am to approach God’s Word like some kind of good luck charm.  But as a 

principle, the Word of God has something to say by way of insight into every 

situation I will ever find myself.  As a believer, you've been given the mind of 



Christ through the Spirit of God, and He has promised to guide you.  And the way 

that He does is through careful attention to His written Word.

Interpretation of Scripture

Judas was a traitor.  His act of betrayal involved selling out for a mere thirty 

pieces of silver.  Yet notice in verse 17 how Peter says, “For he was numbered 

among us and was allotted his share in this ministry.”

“Ministry”—word is ‘diakonia’ and refers to service 

The ‘ministry’ Peter refers to involves apostolic ministry, the ministry that Jesus 

gave to the apostles whom He Himself had personally chosen.

Don’t think that Judas was an ‘accidental’ disciple.  Judas had been chosen by 

the Lord just the same as the other disciples had been.  His act of treachery 

wasn’t something that caught Jesus by surprise.  Jesus was fully aware of what 

Judas would do from the first moment.  On the night He instituted the Lord’s 

Supper, He told His disciples:

Matthew 26:21-25—“And as they were eating, He said, ‘Truly, I say to you, 

one of you will betray Me.’  And they were very sorrowful and began to say 

to Him one after another, ‘Is it I, Lord?’  He answered, ‘He who has dipped 

his hand in the dish with Me will betray Me.  The Son of Man goes as it is 

written of Him, but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed!  It 

would have been better for that man if he had not been born.’  Judas, who 

would betray Him, answered, ‘Is it I, Rabbi?’  He said to Him, ‘You have said 

so.”

John 6:70—“Did I Myself not choose you, the twelve, and yet one of you is 

a devil?”



Judas was responsible for making his own decisions.  His treachery involved an 

act of his own will.  Yet despite his betrayal and defection, the sovereign plan of 

redemption would unfold as God had determined all along.

In verses 18-19, Luke inserts a parenthetical reference to the tragic ending of 

Judas’ life.  When you compare this to the other gospel accounts, the full picture 

that the Bible presents us with is that of a tragic ending to a wasted life.  Feeling 

remorse over his decision, Judas tried to give the thirty pieces of silver back to 

the chief priests, but the deed had been done.  Matthew 27:5 says that he went 

out and hanged himself.  Luke’s account here in Acts involves more details.  

Apparently, Judas hung himself on a tree that was on a piece of property that 

overlooked the Valley of Hinnom on the southern edge of Jerusalem.  By the time 

his body had been found, it had fallen upon the rocks with gruesome results…

Application of Scripture

As he interprets the Scripture in view of Christ, notice what Peter says in verses 

21-22 by way of application:

“So one of the men who have accompanied us during all the time that the Lord 

Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the 

day when He was taken up from us—one of these men must become with us a 

witness to His resurrection.” 

Prompted by what he knew Scripture to say, Peter applies it to their situation and 

realizes that they need to select someone to fill the apostolic office that was 

forfeited by Judas.  It is a great illustration of what it means to seek God’s will in 

His revealed Word.  If I am not appropriating God’s plainly revealed will as set 

forth in His Word, then why should He give me anything further?



#4: Faith—God guides us as we make decisions (1:23-26)

“And they put forward two, Joseph called Barsabbas, who was also called 

Justus, and Matthias.  And they prayed and said, ‘You, Lord, who know the 

hearts of all, show which one of these two You have chosen to take the place in 

this ministry and apostleship from which Judas turned aside to go to his own 

place.’  And they cast lots for them, and the lot fell on Matthias, and he was 

numbered with the eleven apostles.”

If the will of God is important to you, then you will seek community with other 

believers, you will practice prayer, and you will search the Scriptures.  One final 

key involves the role of faith.  Having sought counsel from others, having spent 

sufficient time bathing a decision in prayer, and having searched God’s Word, the 

time must come for a decision to be made.  You’ve got to trust God to guide you 

as you step out in faith and make the decision.

God’s sovereignty

After having prayerfully made their selections, they come up with two names—

Barsabbas and Matthias.

Both of these men met the apostolic qualifications.  Both of these men were no 

doubt great candidates.  But only one of these men could fill the vacancy.  So 

they pray and trust in the sovereign superintendence of God.  Since He alone 

knows the hearts of all, they trust Him to show which one of the men that He had 

chosen.

Man’s responsibility

Verse 26 says that they ‘cast lots’ for the decision, and the lot fell on Matthias.  

(This is not a proof text for you to go and take your paycheck to Harrah’s this 



week…)  Casting lots was an Old Testament method of seeking divine direction.  

For instance, it was how the scape goat was chosen according to Leviticus 16.  It 

was also the way that land was given by ‘allotment’ to the twelve tribes according 

to Joshua 14.

Proverbs 16:33—“The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from 

the Lord.”

Do you want to know the will of God for life, and do the will of God in life?  You 

may feel overwhelmed by the thought.  If so, you can be encouraged by the fact 

that the people who are mentioned in this first chapter of Acts were men and 

women just like us.  They were broken, imperfect, and weak—but they trusted in 

the Lord Jesus.  And in just a few more days, once the Spirit came, they would 

supplied with all the power they would need to do the will of God.

As a general rule, these four keys are essential to knowing and doing the will of 

God—community, prayer, Scripture, and faith.  Ask yourself some questions:

• Am I in close fellowship with my brothers and sisters?

• Have I sought God through prayer?

• Do I spend time with God in His Word?

• Will I trust God to guide me as I make a decision?

When we read Acts, we discover that the people God chooses to empower are 

not perfect, and the plan God chooses to employ is not complicated.  The fact 

that it is not complicated doesn’t mean it is easy.  The will of God may be hard 

and require difficult decisions.  But you can trust God to lead you each step of the 

way.


