
JFK  and  Groupthink:  Lessons
in Decision Making

JFK’s Legacy and Groupthink
Have  you  ever  been  part  of  a  group  that  was  making  an
important  decision  and  you  felt  uncomfortable  with  the
direction  things  were  headed?  Maybe  it  was  a  business  or
academic  committee,  a  social  group,  a  church  board,  a
government agency. Did you speak up? Or did you keep your
concerns to yourself? And what was the outcome of the group’s
decision? Do you ever wish you had voiced your reservations
more strongly?

Perhaps you can identify with John F. Kennedy.

Forty  years  after  his  tragic  death,  President  Kennedy
continues to fascinate the public. A new JFK biography{1} hit
the  bestseller  lists.  Analysts  dissect  his  political  and
oratorical skills, his character and legacy. His relatives —
America’s royalty in some eyes — are frequent newsmakers.

The youthful president has engendered both inspiration and
disappointment.  Major  initiatives  that  he  sponsored  or
influenced touch society today: the space program, the Peace
Corp, and economic sanctions against Cuba, to name a few.

A fascinating facet of Kennedy’s legacy involves the decision-
making procedures he used among his closest advisors. Some
brought great successes. Others were serious failures. This
article looks at two specific examples: the 1961 Bay of Pigs
invasion, an attempt to invade Cuba and overthrow Fidel Castro
that became a fiasco, and the 1962 Cuban missile crisis that
saw the world come perilously close to nuclear war.

Yale social psychologist Irving Janis studied these episodes
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carefully and concluded that too often decision makers are
blinded by their own needs for self-esteem they get from being
an accepted member of a socially important insiders group.
Fears of shattering the warm feelings of perceived unanimity —
of rocking the boat — kept some of Kennedy’s advisors from
objecting to the Bay of Pigs plan before it was too late.
After  that  huge  blunder,  JFK  revamped  his  decision-making
process to encourage dissent and critical evaluation among his
team.  In  the  Cuban  missile  crisis,  virtually  the  same
policymakers  produced  superior  results.{2}

“Groupthink” was the term Janis used for the phenomenon of
flawed group dynamics that can let bad ideas go unchallenged
and can sometimes yield disastrous outcomes. This article will
consider how groupthink might have affected JFK and a major
television enterprise, and how it can affect you.

The Bay of Pigs Invasion
“How  could  I  have  been  so  stupid?”{3}  President  John  F.
Kennedy asked that after the Bay of Pigs fiasco. He called it
a  “colossal  mistake.”{4}  It  left  him  feeling  depressed,
guilty, bitter, and in tears.{5} One historian later called
the Bay of Pigs, “one of those rare events in history — a
perfect failure.”{6}

What happened? In 1961, CIA and military leaders wanted to use
Cuban  exiles  to  overthrow  Fidel  Castro.  After  lengthy
consideration  among  his  top  advisors,  Kennedy  approved  a
covert invasion. Advance press reports alerted Castro to the
threat. Over 1,400 invaders at the Bahía de Cochinos (Bay of
Pigs) were vastly outnumbered. Lacking air support, necessary
ammunition  and  an  escape  route,  nearly  1,200  surrendered.
Others died.

Declassified  CIA  documents  help  illuminate  the  invasion’s
flaws. Top CIA leaders blamed Kennedy for not authorizing
vital  air  strikes.  Other  CIA  analysts  fault  the  wishful



thinking that the invasion would stimulate an uprising among
Cuba’s populace and military. Planners assumed the invaders
could simply fade into the mountains for guerilla operations.
Trouble was, eighty miles of swampland separated the bay from
the mountains. The list goes on.{7}

Irving Janis felt that Kennedy’s top advisors were unwilling
to challenge bad ideas because it might disturb perceived or
desired  group  concurrence.  Presidential  advisor  Arthur
Schlesinger, for instance, presented serious objections to the
invasion in a memorandum to the president, but suppressed his
doubts at the team meetings. Attorney General Robert Kennedy
privately admonished Schlesinger to support the president’s
decision to invade. At one crucial meeting, JFK called on each
member for his vote for or against the invasion. Each member,
that is, except Schlesinger — whom he knew to have serious
concerns. Many members assumed other members agreed with the
invasion plan.{8}

Schlesinger later lamented, “In the months after the Bay of
Pigs I bitterly reproached myself for having kept so silent
during those crucial discussions in the cabinet room.” He
continued, “I can only explain my failure to do more than
raise a few timid questions by reporting that one’s impulse to
blow the whistle on this nonsense was simply undone by the
circumstances of the discussion.”{9}

Have you ever kept silent when you felt you should speak up?
President  Kennedy  later  revised  his  group  decision-making
process to encourage dissent and debate. The change helped
avert a nuclear catastrophe, as we will see.

The Cuban Missile Crisis
Ever face tough decisions? How would you feel if your wrong
decision might mean nuclear war? Consider a time when the
world teetered on the brink of disaster.{10}



Stung by the Bay of Pigs debacle, President Kennedy determined
to  ask  hard  questions  during  future  crises.{11}  A  good
opportunity came eighteen months later.

In  October  1962,  aerial  photographs  showed  Soviet  missile
sites  in  Cuba.{12}  The  missile  program,  if  allowed  to
continue, could reach most of the United States with nuclear
warheads.{13} Kennedy’s first inclination was an air strike to
take  out  the  missiles.{14}  His  top  advisors  debated
alternatives  from  bombing  and  invasion  to  blockade  and
negotiation.{15}

On October 22, Kennedy set forth an ultimatum in a televised
address:  A  U.S.  naval  “quarantine”  would  block  further
offensive weapons from reaching Cuba. Russia must promptly
dismantle  and  withdraw  all  offensive  weapons.  Use  of  the
missiles would bring attacks against the Soviet Union.{16}

The U.S. Navy blockaded Cuba. Soviets readied their forces.
The Pentagon directed the Strategic Air Command to begin a
nuclear alert. On October 24, the world held its breath as six
Soviet ships approached the blockade. Then, all six ships
either stopped or reversed course.{17} Secretary of State Dean
Rusk told a colleague, “We’re eyeball to eyeball, and I think
the other fellow just blinked.”{18}

A maze of negotiations ensued. At the United Nations, U.S.
ambassador  Adlai  Stevenson  publicly  pressed  his  Soviet
counterpart to confirm or deny Soviet missiles’ existence in
Cuba. Saying he was prepared to wait for an answer “until hell
freezes over,” Stevenson then displayed reconnaissance photos
to the Security Council.{19} Eventually, Soviet premier Nikita
Khrushchev removed the missiles.{20}

Kennedy’s decision-making process — though imperfect — had
evolved  significantly.  He  challenged  military  leaders  who
pressured him to bomb and invade. He heard the CIA’s case for
air strikes and Stevenson’s counsel for negotiation. Advocates



for different views developed their arguments in committees
then met back together.{21} Robert Kennedy later wrote, “The
fact that we were able to talk, debate, argue, disagree, and
then debate some more was essential in choosing our ultimate
course.”{22} Many groupthink mistakes of the Bay of Pigs, in
which bad ideas went unchallenged, had been avoided.{23}

Groupthink has serious ramifications for government, business,
academia, neighborhood, family, and the ministry. One area it
has affected is Christian television.

Groupthink  and  the  Seductive
Televangelist
Once  upon  a  time,  a  prominent  Christian  televangelist,
despondent about his rocky marriage, had sexual intercourse
with a church secretary.

This  televangelist  and  his  wife  regularly  appeared  on
international TV, providing physical and spiritual care to
hurting people. Television brought in millions of dollars.
Their  headquarters  and  conference  center  displayed  a
wholesome, positive atmosphere. Yet the operation was quite
lavish  and  included  an  opulent  five-star  hotel,  white
limousine,  corporate  jet,  and  bloated  salaries.

The  distraught  secretary  contacted  ministry  headquarters,
wanting justice. The ministry paid her hush money, laundered
through their builder. Several insiders were aware of the sex
scandal and cover up, but turned a blind eye. Many of these
top  leaders  also  enjoyed  privilege,  esteem,  comfort,  and
wealth from the successful ministry.

Eventually,  fearing  media  exposure,  the  televangelist
confessed  his  sexual  episode  to  the  local  newspaper  and
stepped down. The ensuing turmoil became an international soap
opera  complete  with  sexual  intrigue,  power  struggles,  and
legal  morass.  The  televangelist  and  his  VP  served  prison



terms.  The  builder’s  wife  divorced  him  because  of  his
involvement with the televangelist’s wife, who divorced the
televangelist, married the builder and tried to start another
TV ministry.

After  prison,  the  televangelist  wrote  a  book  admitting
wrong{24}, joined an inner city ministry, and remarried. The
church  secretary  had  plastic  surgery  and  posed  nude  for
Playboy. The local newspaper won a Pulitzer Prize.

You may recognize this as the story of PTL and Jim and Tammy
Faye Bakker.{25} Reporter Charles Shepard’s book about PTL,
Forgiven{26}, stands as a timely warning to ministry leaders
and boards of the temptations of fame and power.

The  PTL  scandal  exhibited  several  possible  symptoms  of
groupthink{27},  such  as  belief  in  the  group’s  inherent
morality,  rationalizations,  stereotyping  adversaries,  and
pressures to conform. Desires for approval, pride, greed, and
a false sense of well-being stemming from being an accepted
member  of  a  wealthy,  influential  inner  circle  apparently
stifled dissent. Leaders seemed to overlook problems for “the
good of the ministry.” Richard Dortch, Bakker’s second in
command, later admitted, “We were wrong. I should have refused
the kind of salary I took. . . . We were so caught up in God’s
work that we forgot about God. It took the tragedy, the kick
in the teeth, to bring us to our senses.”{28}

Groupthink can affect leaders of all stripes. What lessons
might JFK and PTL have for you?

Groupthink and You
As we have seen, Kennedy’s presidency provides some potent
examples  of  this  psychological  theory  about  flawed  group
decision-making. When the group culture overvalues internal
agreement, members can become unrealistic.{29}

Symptoms of groupthink include:



Illusions of invulnerability: “No one can defeat us.”
Belief in the group’s inherent morality: “We can do no
wrong.”
Rationalizing  away  serious  problems:  “Danger  signs?
What danger signs?”
Stereotyping the opposition: “Those guys are too dumb
or too weak to worry about.”
Illusions  of  unanimity:  “Members  who  keep  silent
probably agree with the ones who speak out.”
Pressuring dissenters: “Look, are you a team player or
not?”

JFK’s Bay of Pigs advisors accepted the CIA’s flawed plan
almost  without  criticism.  Leaders  underestimated  Castro’s
military and political capability and overestimated their own.
Jim Bakker and his PTL Christian ministry leaders rationalized
away sexual and financial impropriety, to their peril.

Of course, not every group succumbs to groupthink. Nor does
groupthink explain every bad group decision (decision makers
could be inept, greedy or just plain evil, for example).

What about you? What can you do to avoid the groupthink trap?
May I offer some suggestions, from a biblical perspective?

First: Determine to stand for what is right, regardless of the
cost. Jesus of Nazareth, one who stood by his convictions of
right, admonished followers to “let your good deeds shine out
for all to see, so that everyone will praise your heavenly
Father.”{30}

Second: Determine to speak up when the situation warrants it.
One of Jesus’ close friends said of certain people too fearful
to speak up amidst opposition that “they loved the approval
of…[humans] rather than the approval of God.”{31} How sad.

Third: Seek to structure groups to avoid blind conformity and
encourage healthy debate. JFK once said, “When at some future



date the high court of history sits in judgment on each of us,
it will ask: Were we truly men of courage — with the courage
to stand up to one’s enemies — and the courage to stand up,
when  necessary,  to  one’s  associates?”{32}  Paul,  a  first-
century  follower  of  Jesus,  encouraged  group  members  to
“admonish one another.”{33}

We all have a chance to leave a legacy. John Kennedy left his,
which was mixed. PTL left a legacy, also mixed. What legacy
will you leave?
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The Will of God
Christians often suffer anxiety over knowing the will of God.
Should we? Maybe we have a wrong understanding of what it is
or how to know it.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

“Evangelicals differ from most Roman Catholics and liberals in
that they are constantly uptight about guidance,” says J.I.
Packer. “No other concern commands more interest or arouses
more anxiety among them nowadays than discovering the will of
God.”{1}

I know what he means. How many times have I fretted over what
I was supposed to do? And when? And how? A number of readers
are probably nodding in agreement right now. The desire to do
what God wills for us slips almost unnoticed from a simple
desire to please into a fretful anxiety. We’re confronted with
a decision that must be made, and when no solution comes
readily to mind, we look to God to tell us what to do. When no
answer is immediately forthcoming, we begin to panic. Or maybe
we’ve been taught that our hearts are “desperately wicked,” so
any idea or desire we have just has to be opposed to what God
wants. So we throw that possibility out and look for the
answer that must be right because it’s just what we wouldn’t
want to do!

Packer’s experience is that “the more earnest and sensitive a
believer is, the more likely he or she is to be hung up about
guidance.”{2} We want to do what is right, but we aren’t sure
what we’re to do or how we’re to do it. And we fear the
consequences if we get it wrong.

Why do we worry so much about finding God’s will? Could it be
we have a distorted idea of what it is or of how to find it?

An idea about God’s will found frequently in the church is
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that God has a plan prepared for each individual life and it
is our duty to discover what it contains and follow it. If we
fail to do just the right thing, we will probably have to
settle for second best or worse. And a number of us seem to
have a really hard time finding out what it is. Garry Friesen
calls this the “traditional view,”{3} but Packer points out
that this “traditional view” goes back no further than about
150 years.{4}

What’s going on? Does God have us on a great big scavenger
hunt, poking about here and there, trying to find His elusive
will before time runs out? Bruce Waltke likens this view to “a
version of the old con man’s ruse, the three-shell game,”{5}
where a rock is put under one of three shells that are slid
around the table in a confusing fashion to make you lose track
of where it is. Is God playing games with us? Or is He telling
us but we’re hard of hearing?

Packer  notes  that  this  view  can  leave  Christians  feeling
second-rate. “You may not be on the scrapheap, but you are on
the shelf,” he says. He also says that this perspective leads
to fear, causing some to avoid making decisions for fear of
messing up, or others to live their lives with heavy hearts,
believing they’ve already messed up and are stuck with less
than God’s best. Of course, God must then be rather upset with
us.

Besides  this,  Waltke  believes  this  view  can  result  in
immaturity since it isn’t really up to us to choose, but
rather to simply pick the shell under which is the rock.

Does it make sense that God would make finding His will so
hard? That can’t be right. Maybe we have a wrong understanding
about what it means to know God’s will or even what God’s will
is.



The Will of God in Scripture
In the Bible, the “will of God” refers to a few things. It can
mean  the  eternal,  sovereign  plan  of  God,  which  will  be
accomplished  regardless  of  any  conscious  acceptance  and
participation on our part. (Dan. 4:35; Eph. 1:9-11) We cannot
undo the sovereign will of God. The phrase can also be used
“to describe God’s desire or consent — what He wants and what
is favorable to Him,” as Waltke puts it.{6} This includes
God’s laws or specific instructions that we can choose to obey
or disobey, or a desire of His for a specific situation as
when  Moses  had  to  settle  disputes  between  the  people  of
Israel. (Ex. 8:15,16)

More often than not, the “will of God” in Scripture refers to
God’s  moral  laws  or  commands  dealing  with  the  stuff  of
everyday  life.  In  the  Old  Testament  we  read,  “Give  me
understanding, that I may observe Your law, And keep it with
all my heart. Make me walk in the path of Your commandments,
For I delight in it” (Ps. 119: 34,35), and “I delight to do
Your will, O my God; Your Law is within my heart.”(Ps. 40:8)
In  addition  to  these  general  laws,  however,  occasionally,
prophets gave instructions regarding specific matters.

In the New Testament we find Paul giving the Ephesians general
instructions for not living as the world does. He writes, “So
then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the
Lord  is.”  (Eph.  5:17)  Instructing  the  Thessalonians  about
sexual purity he writes, “For this is the will of God, your
sanctification.” (1 Th. 4:3) Waltke sums up several passages
when he says that “God’s will is that you be holy, wise,
mature, joyful, prayerful, and submissive.”{7}

Does He have a specific plan for each of us? Surely He does,
for how could He work the whole of history toward His desired
end  if  the  individual  parts  were  left  indefinite?  Paul
introduced himself as “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will
of God.” (Eph. 1:1; 2 Tim. 1:1) The question is: Is God going



to tell us what to do in each specific situation? And, is it
true that there’s only one right choice?

Foundations of Decision Making
Typically when we find ourselves concerned about the will of
God, it’s in the context of decision making. There are several
elements in the decision making process. Before looking at
some of them, however, I need to establish a few foundations.

First,  we  need  to  reintegrate  the  concept  of  knowing  and
living in God’s will into the whole fabric of our lives. It is
a  matter  of  importance  for  all  our  lives,  not  just  for
decision making. Understanding this casts a new light on what
is meant by the “will of God.”{8}

Second, against the “traditional” view of decision making, I
believe that there isn’t necessarily only one right choice
with respect to nonmoral decisions. We give the different
elements  of  decision  making  their  due  place  in  our
consideration, make the best choice we know how, and trust God
to accomplish His will. Unless there is undoubtable direction
by God to go a specific way, we have the freedom and the
responsibility to choose.{9}

Third, there is a change in how people seek guidance from the
era of the Old Covenant to that of the New. In Old Testament
times,  people  used  various  ways  of  divining  God’s  will,
including  casting  lots,  using  the  Urim  and  Thummim,  and
interpreting dreams. However, things changed after the coming
of  the  Holy  Spirit.  Bruce  Waltke  points  out  that  “after
Pentecost there is no instance of the church seeking God’s
will through any of the forms of divination” seen in the Old
Testament. “The New Testament gives no explicit command to
‘find  God’s  will,’  nor  can  you  find  any  particular
instructions on how to go about finding God’s will.”{10} He
later adds, “God does not administer His church in the same



way He administered old Israel.”{11} In Acts 1:24 we read of
the apostles casting lots to know God’s will about choosing
another apostle to take Judas’ place, but after this, “there
are no examples of explicitly seeking or finding God’s will”
recorded.{12}

Fourth, good decision making comes through having a close
relationship  with  God,  which  is  fostered  in  a  variety  of
ways.{13} It is the very things that we do or should do
routinely that assist us in making decisions, things such as
learning the Bible, praying, being in close fellowship with
other believers, etc. We do the kinds of things that work
together to conform us into His image, and these very things
feed our ability to make wise decisions along the way.

Fifth and last, the elements of decision making don’t form
some kind of neat, orderly system in which particular steps
are taken in a necessary order, one following the other, so
that when we reach the end the decision pops out.{14} Each
element is weighed along with the others with some having more
weight than others. For example, both my desires and the Bible
are elements of decision making. But the Bible carries more
weight. Sometimes one of the elements might incline us to say
“no,” but consideration of another, more weighty one will
change that to a “yes.” This is a part of wise thinking:
understanding  the  weight  of  each  factor  using  God’s
understanding  as  the  standard.

So how do we go about seeking guidance for making decisions?
Let’s look at a few elements of decision making.

Elements of Decision Making
The Bible

Romans 12:2 says we are able to “test and approve what God’s
will is” as our minds are renewed. And this renewal comes
through a knowledge of His Word illuminated by His Spirit.



As God’s Word is our final authority for faith, it is our
final  authority  for  practice  as  well.  It  is  our  most
authoritative source for knowing God and His will. Solomon
said we would know how to live as we follow God’s commands:
“When you walk, they will guide you; when you sleep, they will
watch over you; when you awake, they will speak to you.”
(Prov. 6:22) Waltke notes what Paul says about the purpose of
Scripture:  teaching,  rebuking,  correcting,  and  training  in
righteousness. It is there that we learn about God and His
work, find rebuke and correction when we stray, and discover
what makes for righteous living. This includes the decision
making part of life.

Because of the clarity of Scripture on many things, we have an
immediate answer for a lot of the decisions we have to make.
For example, a man doesn’t need to ask if it’s God’s will for
him to fool around with his neighbor’s wife! The Bible is
clear on that.

In addition to telling us what not to do, the Bible also has a
lot to say about what we should do. We learn about the love of
God and what that means for relating and reaching out to other
people. We learn about the value of the created realm, of
work,  of  personal  gifting,  of  money.  We  learn  about  the
overall project of God (redemption), and we see how we can
model a redemptive love in our world today.

The desires of our heart

Another source for obtaining guidance is the desires of our
heart.{15}  Are  you  surprised?  Psalm  37:4  says,  “Delight
yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your
heart.” Delighting in Him involves wanting what He wants,
molding our desires to His. This comes through walking closely
with Him.

God gives us talents and abilities for a reason! If these
things are honorable and useful for God’s kingdom, they aren’t



to be rejected simply out of fear that God might not like us
to do something we enjoy! As one man put it, we can “love God
and do what we please” when we walk close to Him, because we
know Him and the kinds of things He desires.

 

Prayer and meditation

Walking closely with God can only happen through constant
prayer.  This  is  another  significant  element  of  decision
making. Through prayer, we force ourselves to stay attuned to
God. Our prayer is fed by a knowledge of and meditation upon
His  Word.  Sometimes  wise  decisions  become  clear  when
distractions are put away and our minds are allowed to focus
and do their work uninterrupted. We pray about particular
issues, but we also pray for understanding in general. Paul
prayed that the Colossians would learn God’s will “through all
spiritual wisdom and understanding.” (Col. 1:9) To all who ask
believing,  as  James  says,  such  wisdom  will  be  given
“generously  and  without  reproach.”  (1:5)

One very important element of knowing God’s mind and will is
the ministry of the Holy Spirit in our lives. His presence
within us is one of the major differences between us and Old
Testament saints. This, I think, is significant with respect
to knowing God’s will.

One way the Spirit helps us in knowing God’s will is what we
call illumination, the means by which He helps us understand
the deeper significance of Scripture. Another way is through
bringing  things  to  our  attention.  J.  I.  Packer  speaks  of
“nudges” of the Spirit, or a “focusing of concern.” (See Acts
17:16) “When we say we have a ‘vision’ or ‘burden’ about
something,” he says, “we are referring to an impression. When
our concern is biblically proper, we are right to regard our
impression as a nudge from the Holy Spirit.”{16}

Sometimes  Christians  say  the  Lord  has  “told”  them  to  do



something. While we cannot — and do not wish to — define the
limits of how God can guide us, we can learn from Scripture
what  we  might  expect.  Those  who  say  God  gives  special
revelations of His will sometimes refer to instances such as
Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus, or Peter’s on Simon
the Tanner’s roof where he learned that a change in dietary
laws was being made. But notice that such special revelations
came without being asked for; they didn’t come in response to
a desire to know God’s will. Bruce Waltke notes that, “There
is no place in the New Testament where we are taught to seek a
special revelation” from God.{17} Paul spends a good amount of
time teaching the church how to do the will of God. One might
expect at least some attention given to seeking God’s will
through a direct word of the Spirit to individuals if that’s
how  God  typically  works.  But  it  isn’t  there.  Again,  the
question isn’t whether God can speak this way, for surely He
can. We’re speaking here of the norm, of what we can expect
from God in the normal course of life.

What  should  we  do  if  we  believe  the  Spirit  is  speaking
directly  to  us?  Packer  believes  (and  I  agree)  “that
impressions must be rigorously tested by biblical wisdom–the
corporate  wisdom  of  the  believing  community  as  well  as
personal  wisdom.  If  this  is  not  done,”  he  continues,
“impressions  that  are  rooted  in  egoism,  pride,  headstrong
unrealism, the fancy that irrationality glorifies God, a sense
that some human being is infallible, or similar misconceptions
will be allowed to masquerade as Spirit-given.”{18}

 

The church

Speaking of corporate wisdom, the counsel of others is an
important element in making decisions. “Where there is no
guidance the people fall, But in abundance of counselors there
is victory,” we read in Proverbs 11:14. Such counsel is to be
found primarily in the church, for it is the church that is



responsible to do the will of God on earth. Sometimes we can
find good counsel on some matters from non-Christians. But
when we’re thinking of the major decisions of life we look to
the church where we should be able to find those who share our
Christian beliefs, who have the mind of Christ, and who are
mature  in  godly  wisdom.  “Personal  guidance,”  says  Packer,
“that we believe we have received by inner nudge from the Lord
needs  to  be  checked  with  believers  who  are  capable  of
recognizing  unrealism,  delusion,  and  folly  when  they  see
it.”{19}

Not only can we find guidance for dealing with ideas we have,
but also the church is a channel for the Spirit calling us to
do something new. Through the church, the Spirit called Paul
and Barnabas to be missionaries. (Acts 13:2,3){20} In the
fellowship  of  believers  we  have  a  place  to  discover  the
abilities we have and to put them to use, and to be drawn into
places we never thought we could go.

 

Providence

The  providence  of  God  is  another  element  of  the  decision
making process. This is God’s direct dealing in His world in
general  and  in  our  lives  in  particular  —  His  sovereign
governance of the world.{21} By God’s providence the stars
stay in their orbits and the rain waters the earth. By His
special providence “God’s hand is ‘visible’ in a sense to
Christians who have watched all the pieces to one or more of
life’s puzzles fall into place in a very special way.”{22}

Often, things seem to just happen in our lives by chance. More
often than not it is in hindsight that we see the Lord at
work. By “chance” you meet someone who turns out to be a
valuable resource for some project you’re working on. Without
thinking anything about it you say something encouraging to
someone who was that very day going to quit her job out of a



sense of hopelessness, and she reconsiders. Just a week or so
ago a pastor told me about a certain speaker that he was going
to have come to his church next year. I told him about some
things that the man had written that he might not know about,
which could prove the speaker a poor choice. After I told him,
he said our conversation was providential. He researched the
matter himself and agreed with me.

A note of caution must be sounded here. It is possible to
misinterpret the events of our lives, leading us to think God
is doing one thing when it is really something else He’s up
to.  As  with  the  other  elements  of  decision  making,  our
interpretations need to be considered in light of the other
elements.

Because God’s sovereign plan will be done, it isn’t up to us
to consciously bring it about. However, by being aware of how
God is at work, we have clues about how to make decisions. We
also grow in our faith as we see plans fall together that we
have presented to Him, and we learn to relax in His control in
our lives.

 

Wisdom

Wisdom is a major element of decision making that operates
throughout  the  whole  process.  Garry  Friesen  calls  his
understanding of biblical decision making “the way of wisdom.”
Paul wrote, “Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise
men but as wise.” (Eph. 5:15)

Wisdom is fundamentally a character trait. One writer notes
that “the major thrust of wisdom in the Old Testament was a
code of moral conduct . . . a way of thinking and conduct that
is orderly, socially sensitive, and morally upright.”{23} This
theme  is  continued  in  the  New  Testament,  for  example,  in
Paul’s  prayer  that  we  gain  “spiritual  wisdom  and
understanding,” so we “may live a life worthy of the Lord and



may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good
work.”  (Col.  1:9,10)  We  might  define  wisdom  as  “a  right
ordering of life in keeping with the nature and will of God.”

James tells us if we ask for wisdom believing, we will receive
it. (1:5-8) But note that “wisdom” isn’t the same as “wise
answer.” We won’t have to grow in wisdom if God tells us
everything to do. We would always like children need to be
led. If we understand the character of God and walk closely
with Him, learning to think with the mind of Christ, we will
grow in our ability to make wise choices.

 

Faith

Finally, we come to faith, an element that is essential in all
areas of the Christian life. All things the Christian does are
to be done in faith. Paul says that whatever isn’t of faith is
sin. (Rom. 14:23) Recall that James said we must ask for
wisdom in faith (1:6). Faith allows us to rest, to not be
anxious, to believe God cares and is in control.

We learn and live the Christian life, walking near to God,
growing in wisdom. In times of decision, wisdom chooses the
best course while faith rests on God’s promises to guide us
and be with us. We decide a course of action, and faith
carries us through.

 

Summary

To  sum  up,  then,  knowing  God’s  will  means  fundamentally
knowing Him and what pleases Him. Although on occasion there
could be an unusually clear leading of God, for the most part
we make decisions based on the input we gain through the
normal course of discipleship, pulled together in spiritual
wisdom, trusting God to accomplish His will, and resting in



that confidence.
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