
 

“If the Lord Wills, We Shall Live” 
 
 
 

Introduction:  We live in a world which is structured by time.  This is because we are time 
bound creatures.  Time is the environment in which we live; we cannot escape it.  God is the 
only One who dwells outside of time, as well as within it.  But because we are time bound 
creatures, time is very important for us.  It is important because we only have so much of it and 
no more.  This truth comes home to us even more when we become surrounded by those 
anniversaries which mark the passing of time.  Dick Nielsen just passed the 75th anniversary of 
his birth.  I just passed the 40th of mine.  Nick Roorda is coming up on his 85th.  Surely 
whether it has been a temporal marker for us or for those around us it should give us cause to 
stop and consider.  We should first of all consider the goodness of the Lord for the measure of 
time which He has allotted us.  Each moment is a gracious gift from His hand, a gift which we 
should not take for granted.  But we should also consider that these milestones also remind us of 
the fact that time is running out.  It is not running out ultimately.  God tells us that time is 
unlimited to all of His creatures.  For the person outside of Christ, the passing of time brings 
him closer and closer to his ultimate punishment, which will continue age after age for time 
without end in the fiery lake of God’s wrath.  But for the Christian, the passing of time in this 
world only brings him closer to that more perfect and endless existence that he will have in 
heaven.  For those who has been redeemed by His grace, there is never an end to the time or to 
the quality of life which the Lord has graciously granted through His Son.  But our passage 
serves to remind us that there is coming an end to our time on this earth, the time in which we 
have to serve the Lord of glory in this present generation, the time in which we have to store up 
our treasures in heaven.  Many have come and gone in the history of the world as a testimony to 
us that our lives also are very brief and that we too must soon pass away from this world.  
Solomon writes, “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven:  
A time to be born, and a time to die” (Ecc. 3:1-2).   
 Since then our time is limited, and since the condition and quality of our life to come is 
determined by what takes place in this short space of time, we should do all in our power to 
improve or take advantage of the present, according as God has given us the opportunity to do 
so.  But our passage this morning also reminds us that we must always do so within the 
framework of God’s sovereignty.  And so what I want us to consider this morning from this text 
of Scripture is,  
 
 Our time on earth is brief, we should therefore seek to do all that we can for the glory 
of the Lord, resting in and fully submitting ourselves to His sovereign plan.   
 The text gives us this truth by way of negative example, but reveals it to us nonetheless.   
 
I.  James directs his attention in this passage to those who live their lives oblivious to the 

fact that God is in sovereign control over the time and circumstances of their lives.   
A.  Notice what James says of them.   

1.  They were those who made plans.  They had it all worked out.  You certainly can’t 
accomplish anything worth while, or effectively for that matter, without a plan.  These 
had plans for success.   
a.  They knew when they would go, “Today or tomorrow.”  They didn’t leave it up to 
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their own feelings or how things simple fell out.  They had a definite time to start.   
b.  They knew where they would go, “To such and such a city.”  There are some 

places which are better than others, which would make more fertile ground for the 
flourishing of their business.   

c.  They knew how long they expected to be there, “And spend a year there.”  In order 
for an enterprise to be successful, it takes time.  A year is not much time, but there 
must be a limit to how long you are going to make a go of it before you move on.   

d.  They knew what they were going to do, “And engage in business.”  They had a 
specific purpose in mind for their going there.   

e.  And they had definite expectations of what they hoped to accomplish, “And make a 
profit.”   

 
2.  Isn’t this the same recipe for successful living that many in our culture follow today?   

a.  If we are to accomplish anything we must have a good plan, think through all of the 
contingencies, have definite goals, set certain time limits, do our demographics, 
apportion an appropriate amount of time, and above all, have a positive attitude:  
You must believe that you are going to succeed!   

b.  Are they right?  Are these the principles we should live by?   
c.  Many people have lived by these rules and have become very successful.  There is 

nothing wrong with these principles in and of themselves, but there is something 
very significant which is missing.  And this is what James points us to now.   

 
B.  Any plan which leaves God and His will out of the picture is arrogant and presumptuous.  

James now offers this critique.   
1.  First, he says, “Yet you do not know what your life will be like tomorrow.  You are 

just a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes away.”   
a.  How can you count on tomorrow?  What will tomorrow bring?  What is going to 

happen in the upcoming week?  The upcoming month?  The upcoming year?  Will 
your livelihood, your business still be here?  Will you still have the faculties and 
abilities needed to do your work?  Will you still want to do what you have planned 
to do?  There is no way you can know.  You have no guarantees.   

b.  And what about your life?  Will you still be here?  Life is so transient, so 
temporary.  James says your life is like a cloud of steam that appears briefly and 
then quickly dissipates.   

c.  This theme is repeated over and over again in Scripture to remind us of the brevity 
of life, because it is so brief.  Job remarked, “My days are swifter than a weaver’s 
shuttle, and come to an end without hope. . . . Remember that my life is but breath, 
my eye will not again see good. . . . Now my days are swifter than a runner; they flee 
away. . . . They slip by like reed boats, like an eagle that swoops on its prey. . . . Like 
a flower he comes forth and withers.  He also flees like a shadow and does not 
remain” (Job 7:6, 7; 9:25, 26; 14:2).  The psalmist writes, “Behold, Thou hast made 
my days as handbreaths, and my lifetime as nothing in Thy sight, surely every man at 
his best is a mere breath” (Ps. 39:5).  A voice said to Isaiah the prophet, “’Call out.’  
Then he answered, ‘What shall I call out?’”  Then the voice replied, “All flesh is 
grass, and all its loveliness is like the flower of the field.  The grass withers, the 
flower fades, when the breath of the LORD blows upon it; surely the people are 
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grass.  The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever” 
(Isa. 40:6-8).   

d.  You don’t know what your life will be like.  You life is but a vapor.  How then can 
you make such plans?   

 
2.  The second critique James offers is, “Instead, you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we 

shall live and also do this or that.’”   
a.  Here we see the problem was not that they made plans, for the Scripture tells us that 

we should make plans for the future.  Solomon, again writing in the Proverbs, says, 
“The plans of the diligent lead surely to advantage, but everyone who is hasty comes 
surely to poverty” (21:5).  We must make plans if we are to accomplish anything of 
any value.  Those who conduct their lives on the spur of the moment never really do 
much beyond the daily chores of life.   

b.  Their problem was that they didn’t take God’s plan into account.   
(i)  They didn’t stop to consider whether or not this was something which He had in 

His plan.   
(ii)  Now this is not referring to God’s declared will of command.  James is not 

addressing the fact that they are disobeying God’s will in this sense.  He does not 
point to a law in Scripture and tell them that they have violated that.  Rather, he 
is speaking of something which we generally recognize as a part of God’s decree:  
where we are to go, what we are to do.  These are the things which the Bible does 
not specifically address, and must be discovered in another way.   

(iii)  If you are unfamiliar with these two concepts of God’s will of decree and His 
will of command, then I would invite you to return this evening when we take up 
these issues specifically.   

(iv)  James is telling them that whether or not they are even going to be alive 
tomorrow depends on the sovereign good pleasure of God, not to mention 
whether or not they will be able to do this or that action they are contemplating.   

 
3.  He continues, “But as it is, you boast in your arrogance; all such boasting is evil.”   

a.  It is arrogance on the part of the creature to presume on God.   
b.  James is asking, “Would you boast of your supposed plans for the future and not 

take into account that your future is entirely in the hands of God?   
c.  This is arrogance; this is boasting; and all such boasting is evil.  It is sin.  The 

principle Peter gives us here stands fully in force, “God is opposed to the proud, but 
gives grace to the humble” (1 Pet. 5:5).   

d.  Solomon writes, “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day 
may bring forth” (Prov. 27:1).  You can’t even be sure about the present, much less 
the future.   

e.  Jesus said to Pilate, when Pilate reminded Him that His life was in his hands, that 
ultimately His life and future was in the hands of God.  He said,  “You would have 
no authority over Me, unless it had been given you from above” (John 19:11).   

f.  Christ spoke of a man who foolishly banked on the future.  When He was 
confronted by a man who wanted Jesus to command his brother to divide the family 
inheritance with him, He said to them, “‘Beware, and be on your guard against every 
form of greed; for not even when one has an abundance does his life consist of his 
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possessions.’  And He told them a parable, saying, ‘The land of a certain rich man 
was very productive.  And he began reasoning to himself, saying, “What shall I do, 
since I have no place to store my crops?”  And he said, “This is what I will do: I will 
tear down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my 
goods.  And I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, you have many goods laid up for many 
years to come; take your ease, eat, drink and be merry.’”  But God said to him, 
“You fool!  This very night your soul is required of you; and now who will own 
what you have prepared?”  So is the man who lays up treasure for himself, and is 
not rich toward God’” (Luke 12:16-21).   

g.  We have nothing in our hands except that which God puts in them.  Words are easy 
to say, but plans are impossible to fulfill unless the Lord wills.   

 
4.  And so James concludes, “Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do, and does 

not do it, to him it is sin.”   
a.  This is a general rule which he gives to us here.  It is called the rule of the sin of 

omission.  I firmly believe that our sins of omission far outweigh our sins of 
commission.   

b.  Sins of commission are those sins we commit against God’s express will to the 
contrary.  He says, “Do not steal.”  When we steal, we commit sin.   

c.  Sins of omission are those things we leave undone.  God says, “You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, 
and with all your strength” and “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 
12:30-31).  When you fail to do this, you are omitting a duty which God commands 
you to do.   

d.  Here, James applies it to what we have just seen.  If you know that God is 
sovereign, that your days are in His hands, and your ability or inability to carry out 
your plans are also in His hands, and yet live as though they are not, then you are 
committing sin.  It is assuming to yourself sovereignty over your life and 
circumstances, rather than recognizing God’s absolute sovereignty over all.  Such 
arrogance is to reject God, and to live as a practical atheist.  You may profess to 
believe that there is a God, but you live as though there isn’t one.   

 
II.  These are the indictments which James brings against this group of people for their 

presumption against God.   Now let us look at the positive lessons we should learn from 
them.   
A.  First, as over against those who presume on God, we need to be reminded how transitory 

our lives are.   
1.  Your life is like a vapor, like breath, like the flower of grass, which appears for a little 

while and then vanishes away.   
a.  You should never allow yourself to believe that you have unlimited time.   
b.  Time is short; the Bible says that it is very short.  I would venture to say that even 

the antediluvians, those who lived before the flood, who reached nearly a thousand 
years of age, that even they found that life was brief.   

c.  How much more then should we count our lives to be short who have at the most 
only seventy to eighty years allotted to us.   

d.  I would suspect, having been young once myself, that even you children here really 
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don’t understand how short life is.  You will be surprised to find out how the years 
move forward more and more quickly every year.  And you will be surprised as time 
passes away how quickly those who are older than you are forever swept off the face 
of the earth.   

 
2.  Since life is so short and uncertain, how precious then should it be to you?   

a.  Even if you could be sure of eighty years, it should still be precious, for eighty years 
is not very long.   

b.  But since you can’t even be sure of the next moment, how much more then should it 
be precious to you?   

c.  I have already alluded to the fact that your eternal well-being is either secured or 
forever forfeited in this short time.  But it is also true that the degree of well-being 
and the degree of suffering is also established in this same time frame, as the Lord of 
glory will, on the day of judgment, weigh all of your deeds in the scales of His 
justice and then give back to you accordingly.  Paul says that God “will render to 
every man according to his deeds:  to those who by perseverance in doing good seek 
for glory and honor and immortality, eternal life; but to those who are selfishly 
ambitious and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, wrath and 
indignation” (Rom. 2:6-8).   

d.  God’s reward of life is based on the work of Christ and of Christ alone.  But He 
will also reward you on that day according to your deeds with a reward of grace.  If 
you have served Him with all your heart, your time, your strength, and your talents, 
you will have a greater reward than the one who loved little and therefore did little.  
How precious then is this time in which you have to do this work and labor of love?  
It is very precious.  Therefore use it wisely.  Don’t be like those whom James 
speaks of, who only have their thoughts on the world and worldly gain.  Set rather 
your affections on the things above, and lay your treasures up in heaven where no 
one can take them, and where you can enjoy them forever.     

e.  But the condemnation of hell is based solely upon a man’s works.  One sin 
deserves eternal damnation, and all of us come into the world already with that one 
sin of Adam.  But each additional sin deserves again as much punishment in hell, 
and so each one adds more and more to a man’s guilt and punishment until it 
becomes an overwhelming flood of wrath.   

f.  Now since it is only in this life that you can escape the sentence of death through 
Christ Jesus, how important is this time to you who are outside of Christ?  If you die 
without Him, you will be forever lost.  But if you seek Him in this life, you may 
find Him and escape that punishment.  This time is precious to you as well.  It is 
infinitely precious.  There are damned souls in hell roaring out in agony even now 
who would give the world to trade places with you, to have again your opportunity to 
escape what they are now fully convinced is real.  Think well on the preciousness of 
your time.  Seek the Lord to give you the ability to embrace His Son in faith and 
repentance.  Seek Him while you still have the time.   

 
B.  The second thing we need to learn is that we must submit all of our plans to the Lord, 

since He is sovereign.   
1.  We cannot know that we will be able to do anything with certainty.   



6 

 

a.  You don’t know what your life will be like tomorrow.   
b.  Rev. VanDyken went to the doctor for a routine heart exam and found that two of 

his arteries were almost completely closed.  He didn’t know the evening before that 
he would be admitted to the hospital and have to face open heart surgery.   

c.  We as well cannot say with any certainty that we will do this or that, for to say so is 
to boast of our own might, to make ourselves out to be God.  It is evil.   

 
2.  Instead, we must submit our plans to the Lord.   

a.  The psalmist writes, “The LORD nullifies the counsel of the nations; He frustrates 
the plans of the peoples.  The counsel of the LORD stands forever, the plans of His 
heart from generation to generation” (33:10-11).  And Solomon wrote, “Many are 
the plans in a man's heart, but the counsel of the LORD, it will stand” (Prov. 19:21).   

b.  Since we cannot establish our plans apart from the Lord’s plan, we must always 
submit our will to His.   

c.  This is what King David did when he had to leave Jerusalem because of his son 
Absalom.  He said to Zadok the priest, “Return the ark of God to the city.  If I find 
favor in the sight of the Lord, then He will bring me back again, and show me both it 
and His habitation.  But if He should say thus, ‘I have no delight in you,’ behold, 
here I am, let Him do to me as seems good to Him” (2 Sam. 15:25-26).   

d.  This is also how the apostle Paul lived.  When he left Ephesus, he said to the 
Ephesians, “I will return to you again if God wills” (Acts 18:21).   

e.  Over and over again this truth is presented to us in Scripture.  We must learn that 
we are not the captains of our own destinies.  We are but creatures and servants.  
All of our days are ordained and planned by the Lord.  He knew the number of them 
in eternity, as well as what we would be doing in them.  We must do therefore what 
Solomon advises, “Commit your works to the LORD, and your plans will be 
established” (Prov. 16:3).  Remember, it is only if He wills that we will be able to do 
anything of the plans which we have made.   

 
C.  And lastly, and very briefly, we must seek to live according to the full light of God’s 

counsel which we have received.   
1.  We must be careful not only to stay far from the sin which He forbids, but must also be 

equally as careful to put on the righteous deeds which He commands of us.   
2.  Sins of omission are sins as well as others.  We shine as lights in the world not only by 

abstaining from evil, but also by doing works of charity and benevolence.   
a.  It is really almost impossible to do the one without doing the other.   
b.  Until we put off the love of evil things, how will we find the love in our hearts to do 

the good things?  Until we put off the deeds of wickedness, how can we put on the 
deeds of righteousness?   

c.  The sin which we allow cripples and entangles us and makes the race very difficult 
to run.  But the more we put off the old man, the more we will put on the new, along 
with its works.   

d.  Let us therefore seek to be rich in good works.  It is these, after all, which will 
receive the approval and reward of Christ on that day.  It is not all the evil which 
you avoid, but all the good which you do that will receive His gracious benediction.  
Amen.   


