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James 4 (13-17) – Presumption and Providence 

 

I want to introduce to you or perhaps remind you of two Latin terms that capture the essence of 

what James is teaching us here in this passage. I will refer to both and to God’s providence 

throughout this message. If you keep these in mind, and live by them, it will change your life.  

 

Deo Volente – God willing (if God wills) – this is an acknowledgement and awareness that our 

plans are subject to God, and that our lives our dependent on God. 

 

Coram Deo – in the presence of God (in God’s presence) – to live “Coram Deo” is to live one’s 

entire life in the presence of God, under the authority of God, to the honor and glory of God. 

 

Providence – the holy, wise, and powerful acts by which God preserves and governs all His 

creatures, and all their actions (Nehemiah 9:6 / Colossians 1:17 / Hebrews 1:3 / Psalm 103:19 / 

Matthew 10:29-30). There is no such thing as “luck”, because the world is ruled by the 

providence of God (Proverbs 16:33). Many of God’s acts of providence may not look “holy and 

wise” in the moment to our natural ways of thinking, but God has His secret purposes 

(Deuteronomy 29:29), and the Judge of all the earth always does right (Genesis 18:25). 

 

The providence of God moves in favor of the child of God (Romans 8:28), but that doesn’t mean 

that our will always lines up with His will. Things don’t always work out the way we plan them, 

but we seek out God’s will in order to make godly plans. Knowing and doing the will of God is 

the most important consideration in a saved person’s life, not to get to heaven, but because 

you’re on the way to heaven. Many people claim the name of Christ, but they are still led by 

their own appetites, their own self-will is still the dominant force in their lives. But to follow 

Jesus Christ means saying as He said, “Not my will, but thy will be done” – this needs to be our 

starting point, and our ground (Psalm 40:8 / Mark 3:35 / Matthew 7:21 / 1 Peter 4:2 / Ephesians 

6:6 / 1 John 2:17). But is the will of God really at the center of your thoughts? Could you say, for 

example, “Lord, if you want them to die, then I don’t want them to live”?   

 

You see, some will look at vs.13 by itself and say, “I don’t understand, what is wrong with that 

statement?”  To many people, it just looks like normal conversation.  Yet it is described in vs.16 

as arrogant, evil boasting.  Although James uses a business conversation and plan here, this can 

apply to all sorts of other discussions, with all sorts of different subjects. You know what I’m 

talking about: people say, “This is what we’re going to do, this is where we want to go, and these 

are the things we plan to achieve.” The point is that we are making plans, but God isn’t really the 

center of those plans. James is telling us that it is sin. Living this way is like practical atheism.  

 

Think it through (vs.13-14) – Come now, you who say – What we say is a reflection of what 

and how we think. James is asking us to reflect on what you think, what you say, how you live. It 

is important because there are some sins that aren’t as evident to us unless we carefully reflect on 

our lives with the Word of God. The Bible is meant to expose our hidden sins, the ones that we 

don’t see so readily, but that are still there, and are very dangerous. We might not be aware that 

sinful ideas are guiding our thoughts and actions. James asks us to think about what you claim to 

know. We assume that we know what is going to happen, or how things will work. We take so 

many things for granted, and we presume on God’s providence working to our pleasure.    
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Notice how fully invested the person is in their own choices, as to timing (Today or tomorrow), 

location (we will go into such and such a town), duration (and spend a year there), activity (and 

trade), and as to objective (and make a profit). And we have the power of choice, but that 

doesn’t mean that we can predict or presume on God’s providence. This person is confident in 

their own plans and their own choices (we will…go, spend, trade, make). All their time is spent 

thinking about their own dreams and desires, pursuing their own aspirations and 

accomplishments. But if everything happened just as you planned, if it all worked out and you 

got all that you wanted, how much of that would only be for earthly gain?   

 

People often make their plans just like this; they have it all figured out, and they have it all 

mapped out. We know what we want for the future, and we know what we are planning for the 

future, but we fail to ask what God wants for our future, what to do, when to go, where to be, 

how to accomplish, why it’s important. We just give lip service to serving God and we think we 

have godly goals but we haven’t thought it through. James is telling us to think it through.   

 

Now James is not telling us that God wants us to be “flying by the seat of our pants”, as it were. 

Some people want to live lazy, haphazard lives and think they can call that being led by the 

Spirit, but they aren’t being led by the Spirit of God, they are being led by the spirit of slack. No, 

the Bible is quite clear on the fact that we should be well organized people who make careful 

plans. This is not a call to apathy but action. We are to make godly plans with godly goals in a 

godly way for the glory of God. For the Christian, God is what our plans should be all about.  

 

The things that this businessman was planning are not necessarily wrong if they are done in the 

right context. It’s good to make plans, it’s good to be strategic, it’s good to budget, it’s good to 

invest, it’s good to try and forecast results, and it’s good to prosper. Amen. But arrogant self-

confidence and boasting are not good, and James is pointing to a plan that has no mention of God 

at all, let alone with Him as the starting point or the center of its purpose. Our power to choose 

things doesn’t override God’s power to change things, and so we must acknowledge that our 

plans are subject to God, and that our lives our dependent on God (Deo Volente). Furthermore, 

our primary objective must be to please, serve, and worship God (Coram Deo).  

 

Look at vs.14 – you do not know what tomorrow will bring. James tells this type of person that 

they are basing their confidence on things they don’t actually know. This is arrogant self-

sufficiency. We don’t know what the future will hold. What will happen tomorrow? You don’t 

really know for sure, do you? “I will go, I will stay, I will buy & sell, I will get rich”; to boldly 

declare your plans for tomorrow like this leaves God out of your life and your tomorrows. 

 

We don’t control the future (What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time 

and then vanishes.). A mist is like a morning fog, it seems to suddenly show up, and it’s there, 

but then it goes away just as fast. Other Bible versions use terms like “a puff of smoke”, or “a 

vapor”; the point is that we don’t hold as much weight as we might think. We don’t have as 

much control over our lives or our circumstances as we think we do.  

 

We think we have control over events, but even if we dot every “i” and cross every “t”, things 

can go all haywire in an instant. God has a way of letting your pride swell up, and then letting the 

bottom drop out. People who are just playing around say, “I can get what I want without having 
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to rely on God”, and then the bottom drops out, and they think they have somehow purified their 

motives if they say, “I can get what I want if I rely on God”. But we need to say that old Puritan 

prayer: “Teach me that if I do not live a life that satisfies Thee, I shall not have a life that 

satisfies myself” (from The Valley of Vision). Your life is not about what you want; it’s about 

what God wants. The sooner we align ourselves with that, the sooner it is that we live a life that 

seeks to please God; a life lived with Deo Volente and Coram Deo in mind.  

 

This is not cause for fear it is cause for faith, it is not cause for arrogant presumption but humble 

submission. We cannot presume to think that life will always be as it has always been. We don’t 

have the ultimate power to change or control our circumstances. This is especially true of those 

who put off the conviction of sin, thinking that they will wait to “get right”, or those who think 

they can wait till later to “get saved”, as if it is your choice, like there is some “salvation switch” 

that you can turn on or off. No my friends, now is the day of salvation, today, if you hear His 

voice, don’t harden your heart. James tells us why; the truth is that we don’t know if we will 

even be here tomorrow. Our lives are fragile and fleeting. And so he tells us to consider that, to 

think it through, and then he tells us to correct our course.    

 

Correct your course (vs.15-16) – This is not just a call to add the expression “if the Lord wills” 

to all of our plans. James is not talking mechanics here, he is talking about mindset. This does 

not mean that if I say “if the Lord wills” and then I go on with my plan and I do make a profit, 

that I can assume that it was the will of God. No, once again, this is not magic, it is mindset. Just 

saying the words: “if the Lord wills” is not a free pass to doing whatever you please. This is not 

just “if the Lord is willing”, but “what is the Lord’s will”; this is not just about depending on 

God but seeking God. We are to seek His will, not in the hopes of ratifying our own desires, but 

in the cause of fulfilling His desires. Not trying to please God so that He will please you, but 

pleasing God because He is God and He is worthy to be served. And your definition of success 

does not always mean you are in God’s will. 

 

If you’re going to think and speak right you have to realize that the will of God is your primary 

concern. This isn’t just about what’s permissible but what pleases God. Now this doesn’t mean 

that you can’t move until you discern some secret will of God, because that’s a superstitious 

mindset, not a spiritual mindset. What it means is that you acknowledge that your plans are 

subject to God, and that your life is dependent on God (Deo Volente). It means that you live your 

life in awareness of the presence of God, under the authority of God, to the honor and glory of 

God (Coram Deo). We must be humbly submitted to God, seeking His will and His guidance. To 

do otherwise is to boast in your arrogance. That’s the way of the world; they make their plans 

with no regard for the sovereignty of God, and it is evil. Think it through, correct your course. 

 

We must faithfully serve Him regardless of how His providence seems to be rolling towards us. 

You, me, and everyone else I’ve ever known needs to keep this in mind. And it can be hard to 

do, but we need to stop thinking that things are good because things are good, and realize that 

God is God and He is always good whether or not things are looking good for us right now. 

When God says “all things work together for our good”, and that “He will never leave us nor 

forsake us”, He means it, and we need to believe it. Yes that also means that sometimes life will 

be messy and hard. But the really comforting thing is that God is with me – He knows me, and 

He knows what’s going on in my life. And He loves me, and His plan is bigger than me.  
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Yes we can make plans. Yes we can have hopes. Yes we can dream big. Yes God has our best 

interests in mind. But we must keep Him in mind, and “top of mind”, and in the center of our 

desires. God has to be on our front burner and the source of our fuel. That’s what James is 

getting at. The issue is not, “what the best thing for me”, the issue is, “what is God’s will”.  You 

can have all your plans mapped out, and it may all work out the way you planned, and you can 

thank God for that. But the truth is that His will for your life is to serve Him, to please Him, and 

this is done most often by serving others, and it is never done by just serving yourself.  If we are 

not prepared to serve God, we are not prepared to find or to do His will. And that is sinful.  

 

We don’t know what our earthly tomorrow may hold, or if we will even be here on earth 

tomorrow. We are to live in the light of eternity, living for today by having an eye for tomorrow, 

our eternal state. Planning is wise and it is commanded, but it must be grounded in God. We 

need to live and move with Deo Volente and Coram Deo in mind. James tells us to think it 

through, to correct our course, and finally, to do what’s right.   

 

Do what’s right (vs.17) – James has told us how to think and what to do, and he says that to 

know what is right and yet to continue not to do it is sin.  Once we understand what James has 

told us here, it must change the way we live. You don’t just stop what’s wrong, you do what’s 

right, and it is an active thing. Vs.17 is talking about the “sins of omission”. You see, it is not 

just what we do, but what we fail to do that matters, and both are equally important to God. The 

Bible tells us that we are transformed by the renewing of our minds (Romans 12:2), and James is 

talking about a critical change in the way we think. And this change in mindset doesn’t just 

change your words, it changes your deeds. It adds deeds, because we add a lifestyle of Deo 

Volente and Coram Deo. And pleasing God is to be our singular ambition (2 Corinthians 5:9).   

 

Life is fragile and fleeting, and the world fights, frets, and fritters their time away. Yet as 

Christians, we are not called to despair over our time, but to make the most of our time.  This is 

not a call to live like we are going to die tomorrow. That is just worldly wisdom. Yes we are 

called to live passionately and purposefully, but for God, not for self, and James isn’t telling us 

to get our “bucket list” finished. The world tries so desperately to hold onto their youth, and so 

many are ruled by the singular ambition of fulfilling their own dreams. Sometimes even the 

godly dreams of Christians have to die, and we wonder why God would allow that to happen. 

But God isn’t always interested in perpetuating our dreams; His plan for us is much bigger.  

 

Now some think that they’ve purified their motives because their pursuit is to leave a lasting 

legacy for others. But without God there is no lasting legacy. We weren’t designed to point to 

ourselves, but to God, and no personal legacy will last apart from God. But the Christian who 

lives as James is teaching here finds their legacy wrapped up in Christ alone. His legacy becomes 

ours as He shares all that He has with His people. We are made for His glory so that we can 

proclaim His lasting and eternal legacy. In pursuing this we find that all our hopes and dreams 

come to fruition and find their climax in His way, His will, and His works.  

 

Think it through, correct your course, do what’s right.  This is a call to live for the glory of God, 

whether we have one day or a hundred years of life left on this earth. “Only one life, ’twill soon 

be past, only what’s done for Christ will last. And when I am dying, how happy I’ll be, if the 

lamp of my life has been burned out for Thee” (C.T. Studd).  


