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Northwest Bible Church
WHAT DOES FAITH DO? •  IF THE LORD WILLS •  JAMES 4:13-17 •  10/4/2020

MAIN POINT
God not only ordains the end of our days, but He determines what we will accomplish with them.

INTRODUCTION
As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion.

What emotions do you experience when you’re in charge of planning something (i.e.
a vacation, party, meeting)?

When have you seen a plan work perfectly in recent years? When have you seen a
plan completely fall apart?

UNDERSTANDING
Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.

WATCH THE SESSION 6 VIDEO FEATURING BEN STUART.

What did you find most interesting or helpful in this week’s talk?

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ JAMES 4:13-14.

What realities of life does James highlight in these verses?

What does this passage have to do with control?

James calls readers not simply to contemplate their lack of knowledge of the future, but to
assess the very nature of existence. What kind of life do you have, exactly? What is its quality?
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Do you feel there is an underlying attitude of pride in a person when he/she makes
plans? Explain.

Look at verse 14. How do our lives resemble “a mist”?

Does describing our lives as “mist” bring discomfort to you at all? Why or why not?

How does our culture approach the concept of death? How should we as Christians
approach the concept of death?

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ LUKE 12:13-21.

How do we identify the elements of life that are worth pursuing?

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ JAMES 4:15-17.

Why does James associate planning with bragging in this passage?

Where do you draw the line between making plans and having ungodly pride in your
plans?

James urges us to add a key qualifier to our planning: “If the Lord wills.” Now some may be
tempted to roll their eyes at James. This is what he’s after? He wants us to add “If the Lord wills”
to every sentence before we say it? It seems silly. Yet before you dismiss James as a legalist,
understand that this is not simply a statement about semantics. Jesus said “out of the
abundance of the heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45). James does not simply want us to alter
our words. He wants a new perspective to sink deep into our hearts and inform every word we
speak.

Why do you think James urges us to add the qualifier “if the Lord wills”? What is the
heart behind saying this when sharing our plans?

In what situations do you commonly consider God’s will before making plans? How do
we identify God’s will?

What’s the difference between inviting God into your plans and letting Him lead your
life?

APPLICATION
Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives.

What obstacles commonly hinder you from trusting God?
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What steps can you take to overcome these obstacles?

What practical steps will you take this week to trust God with your plans?

PRAYER
As the group prays this week, encourage members to express trust in God when it comes to
specific circumstances of their lives.

Visit lifeway.com to purchase the Bible study book for more in-depth individual and
group study.

COMMENTARY
JAMES 4:13-14

4:13-14. These verses rebuke our self-sufficient attitudes. Some interpreters feel James was
describing non-Christian businessmen, who planned their lives without reference to God. Others
point out that those rebuked could at least talk about the Lord’s will and take this as a sign that
those rebuked at least claimed to be Christians. Probably the original recipients were strong
believers in the existence of God but lived as if he did not exist. They did not consider his will for
their daily lives.

Verse 13 shows these businessmen planned the time of their departure, length of stay, and profit
without reference to the will of God. The parable of the rich fool in Luke 12:16-21 warns against
living such a self-sufficient lifestyle (see also Prov. 27:1).

Verse 14 mentions two features about daily life we often ignore. First, we have no sure
knowledge of the future. We do not know whether tomorrow will produce a catastrophe or a
visitation of God’s grace. Even though we do not know the future, we so often act as if we are
secure. We forget that we may be here for a moment and then gone. By failing to accept this
fact, we demonstrate arrogant self-sufficiency.

Second, we do not understand the nature of human life which is like a mist that appears for a
little while and then vanishes. Life is both uncertain and brief.

Many of us have busy schedules. It is easy to plan those schedules without considering the will
of God. Many of us have visionary goals for our business, our job, our church, or our family. God
wants us to work diligently in all of those areas, but we must consider his will first as we plan our
goals.
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LUKE 12:13-21

12:13-14. An anonymous member of the crowd interrupted Jesus. He set Jesus up as a human
judge deciding inheritance rights. Jesus denied that he had any right to act in such a position.
That belongs to the nation’s court system.

12:15. Not making a legal judgment, Jesus did make a moral one. Your request shows how
greedy you are, he told the man. Lay aside your greed. Think about life. What is most important
to you? Money or relationship with God? Surely, your life is more important than what you own.

12:16-19. Jesus illustrated his teaching with a parable. A farmer overcame all agricultural odds
and achieved great success. But this brought a new problem. What do you do with your riches?
How do you store it until you can sell it or use it? How can you keep it from rotting and ruining?
The answer is obvious. Build bigger barns. This is a great short-term solution, but can you afford
the capital investment in relationship to what you normally expect? Sure I can, the farmer
declared, for this crop is so good it will support me for years to come. I will be on easy street. I
can eat, drink, and party with my friends. I don’t have to worry about money and work any more.

12:20. But God has another perspective: you must die tonight. Then what happens to all your
wealth?

12:21. This is not an exceptional case. It applies to anyone who trusts in riches. Riches have one
major weakness. They have no purchasing power after death. They cannot buy the currency
needed to get to heaven. Do not try to be rich in regard to the bank or barn. Be rich in relationship
to God. Through prayer, study, obedience, and practice of the word, be sure you are part of the
kingdom of God.

JAMES 4:15-17

4:15. Finally, we hear the proper attitude. We are to seek the will of God in all our plans. Doing the
will of God demands an active listening for God’s goals and plans. We must plan for the future,
but we must plan with a deliberate seeking of the will of God.

As we discuss the will of God, we must not let his will become a strictly formal expression which
lacks any spiritual meaning for us. We must remain spiritually alive to the necessity of building
our plans around his desires. We must also avoid legalizing our own will under the disguise of
seeking God’s will.
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Some years ago I was an avid collector of postage stamps. Often I received stamps from various
companies on approval. This procedure allowed me to look at the stamps, select what I wanted,
pay for them, and return the unwanted stamps to the company. Have you ever asked God to
show you his will “on approval”? If we use this method of seeking God’s will, it makes us the
ultimate sovereigns over our lives. God desires that we obey his will unconditionally.

4:16-17. These verses reveal our disobedient attitude and rebuke our proud, boastful spirit. They
call us to an humble dependence on God rather than priding ourselves on our independence.

James accused his readers of boasting and bragging. Brag describes the arrogant assumption
they could handle the future as they wanted to do independently of God. Our boasting is to be in
the Lord himself, in the blessings he gives us, and in the experiences which cause us to know
him better. Paul boasted in his weaknesses that allowed the power of Christ to rest on him (2
Cor. 12:9). He gloried in the cross (Gal. 6:14) because it represented the action which brought the
blessings of God’s salvation to lost sinners.

Verse 17 states a specific principle applied to presumptuous planning about the future. It can
also serve as a general principle applying to all areas of the Christian life: It is sin to know what
is right and to fail to do it. These sins of omission refuse to make a right response to God. A sin
of omission displeases God just as much as a sin of commission, that is, a blatant act against
God’s will. We know to make our plans in reliance on God’s will. When we fail to follow this
knowledge, we commit a sin of omission. God holds us accountable for more than merely
knowing the right. He wants us to do the right.

God wants us to avoid acts of disobedience to his will. He also wants us to avoid the failure to
live up to the truth he has given us. The response of the lazy servant which Jesus condemned
involved burying his money and failing to increase it by hard work and effort (Matt. 25:14-30).

As Christians we must plan our lives in full commitment to the will and plans of God. We must
also avoid omitting from our lives such important practices as prayer, Bible reading, helping the
needy, and sharing our faith. To omit the latter is to commit a sin of omission. God wants our full
and constant obedience.


