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"If the Lord Wills" 

Introduction 

What James touches on in today's passage is the relationship between divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility. The biblical God is an omniscient (all-knowing), omnipotent (all-powerful), and 
omnipresent (everywhere-present) God, who is in perfect control of everything and worthy of our worship. 
As such, He has predestined all things. If so, is there any place for human freedom and responsibility if 
God is absolutely sovereign in all things? If God predestined everything by His will, why bother trying to 
do anything, let alone making any plans at all? But it doesn't sound right that we should just wait around to 
see what God's will is and how it works out. 

Of course, this is a huge topic. But we will do our best to see how this passage addresses this important 
issue. We will first address some of the ideas that James rejects. Then, we will address what James calls for 
in this regard. 

What James rejects: the idea of human autonomy 

What James rejects is quite clear: the idea of human autonomy. The word "autonomy" literally means "self-
rule." Its usual meaning is the idea of independence. James represents this idea in these words: "Today or 
tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a profit" (v. 13). 

It is quite surprising to hear such words in such an ancient document. We think of the ancient world as 
quite primitive, full of superstitions and mythical notions. Almost all of the ancient pagan religions could 
not be characterized by any kind of personal relationship between the pagan deities and their devotees. But 
religion was a big part of the ancient world. Its influence was quite pervasive in the ancient world. There 
was a god for every sphere of life. Appeasing these gods with incantations and rituals and offerings, most 
people believed, was crucial for their wellbeing. Most of the ancient people were aware of their weakness 
and vulnerability in the unpredictable vicissitudes of life. They appealed to the supernatural powers and 
relied on them to protect them from the many misfortunes of life. Especially when they had to travel far 
and do business, they would have offered sacrifices and prayed for favor from the gods of travel and 
business. 

But the spirit of autonomy was not absent even in the ancient world. Obviously, James mentions it in this 
passage. Even in the ancient world, there were atheists. And many of those, who practiced religion, did so, 
not out of any belief in personal gods but out of superstitious fear. They practiced religion as an insurance 
policy, so to speak, just in case. And that is how many people practice their religion--if you can call it that--
in modern days. Even in the ancient world, even among the religious, the spirit of autonomy was not 
completely surrendered. In many ways, their religions, especially the ones associated with superstitious 
practices, were a way of manipulating the supernatural forces to fulfill their wishes. Their ultimate desire 
was to have their own will done (through the help of their gods), not the will of the gods. If that was the 
case, we should not be surprised by the prominence of the spirit of autonomy in our increasingly secular 
society. It is a bold and even attractive idea--to be the master of our own destiny, to live our life our way! 
But is it really? Is it even possible? 

There are many things that seem to be under our control: what we want to eat for breakfast, what we want 
to wear that day, where we want to go, how we want to get there, etc. But are we in control of anything that 
is really important to us? How many of us can say that we have our dream job? How many of us can say 
that we married exactly the kind of person we wanted? (I hope we can all thank God that God knew exactly 



what kind of spouse we needed and is good for us!) How many of us can control our children and make 
them do what we think is good for them? How many of us can do that for any of our loved ones and all the 
people we care about? 

How delusional is our belief in human autonomy! "You do not know what tomorrow will bring. What is 
your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes" (v. 14)! It is true that the world 
has become a much safer place, thanks to all the technological and medical advances. But isn't it also true 
that our world has become a much more dangerous place as well? Think of the nuclear threat, ever 
increasing as many rogue nations and terrorist groups are trying to acquire nuclear weapons and other 
weapons of mass destruction. All the medical advances are exposing us to superbugs that are potentially far 
more deadly than any plague we have seen in history. As we become more and more dependent on 
computer programs for everything, I heard that planes can be hijacked without any terrorist having to board 
the plane! All they have to do is hack into the plane's computer system, which can be done remotely, and 
the aircraft is out of the pilots' control. What a terrifying thought! 

Even with all the benefits of our advanced civilization and technology, we are still only a blink away from 
a fatal car accident; only a doctor's visit away from a dreadful diagnosis of terminal disease; only an 
earthquake, or hurricane, or tornado away from losing everything we have, even our life; only a temptation 
away from a sin that can bring humiliation and loss of everything we cherish. Maybe our ever-advancing 
technology can shield us from these dangers and harms more and more. But the saying--"The brighter the 
sun, the darker the shadow"--applies even to technology. As we have seen, the brighter its benefits are, the 
darker its side effects are becoming, too! Maybe we can manipulate our brains to make us feel happy all the 
time. But is that even desirable? When we experience the loss of a dear one, do we want to just take a 
"happy pill" and get over it as quickly as the pill will allow us? If we did that, won't we lose our very 
humanity? As psychosomatic beings, we recognize that our physical wellbeing, or the lack thereof, affects 
our psychological, spiritual condition. But this does not mean that we are no more than a mass of neurons! 
Contrary to popular belief, we are not in control of our life as much as we think we are. I wouldn't be 
surprised if God laughs from heaven at the very suggestion of human autonomy! 

What James rejects: fatalistic attitude 

The idea of human autonomy is not the only thing that James rejects. Although it is only implied, there is 
another, which James rejects: the idea of fatalism. What is fatalism? It is generally understood to be "the 
belief that all events are predetermined and therefore inevitable." According to this broad definition, the 
Christian doctrine of predestination would fall under it as well. But we must distinguish the two. Fatalism 
often leads to fatalistic attitude. Since everything is predetermined, what's the point of trying? No matter 
what we do, we cannot change what is already determined! 

The biblical doctrine of predestination is different. It affirms that all things are predestined by God, that 
nothing can happen, which the sovereign God has not decreed from the foundation of the world or allowed 
to happen. But it also affirms that what we do matters; all that we do (the secondary causes) are an integral 
part of what God (the First Cause) predetermined to take place. A good expression of this doctrine is: "God 
predestined not only the result but also the means, not just the outcome but also the process." So, fatalism 
would say, "If God predestined some to be saved, then they will be saved no matter what." But the doctrine 
of predestination says, "Because God predestined some to be saved as well as how they would be saved--
through the hearing of God's word--we must be diligent to share the gospel with the people God brings into 
our life." What a difference! As much as it is wrong for us to claim autonomy and reject God's lordship 
over us, it is also wrong for us to be lazy in the name of divine predestination. 

What James calls us to do: submission to God's will 

What does James call us to do? We read in v. 15, "If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that." 
Generally speaking, there isn't much difference between the two sayings in v. 13 and v. 15. The only real 
difference is how the saying v. 15 begins: "If the Lord wills…." We still use variations of these words, 



don't we? We say, for example, "Lord willing, I will see you later…." Until I began to hang out with 
Reformed folks, I had never heard this expression routinely used. This is strange because this expression is 
a biblical one, not merely a denominational one. As such, we could all incorporate this expression more 
than we do now. These words, though few in number, represents a whole worldview! 

With these words we acknowledge that God is our sovereign Lord: "If the Lord wills…." As many of you 
know, when the New Testament refers to God as "the Lord," it is following the Jewish tradition of 
substituting the proper name of God, YHWH, with "my Lord," adonai. And YHWH is the name by which 
God revealed Himself to Moses and the Israelites at the time when He was entering into covenant with 
them as a nation. It is God's title as the covenantal Lord of His people. The name YHWH emphasizes God's 
eternal being and self-existence--"I AM who I AM" (Ex. 3:14). However, as a covenantal title of God, it 
also has the meaning of God's lordship over His people. It is as the covenant Lord of His people that He 
rescued them from Egypt with an outstretched arm and gave them His Law at Mount Sinai to live by. 

And God is the sovereign Lord over "all His creatures and all their actions" (WSC, Q. 11). He is sovereign 
over our life: "If the Lord will, we will live…." The days of our life are numbered and we cannot outlive 
our appointed time even by a moment. On the other hand, if our time is not up, no one can put an end to our 
life. He has determined precisely when our life should begin and when it should end. And He has 
determined everything in between: "If the Lord will, we will live and do this or that." Nothing happens in 
our life unless God decreed it from the foundation of the world according to the counsel of His sovereign 
and wise will. Nothing can happen to us unless God allowed it. This is scary because we do see some 
terrible things happen in the world and even in our life. But it is also comforting to know that nothing is 
outside of God's control--even the horrible things that happen. Bad things are bound to happen in this fallen 
world, occupied by sinners--and because God did not create robots but human beings with free will. Yet, as 
the Master Weaver of history, He is able to weave together both the warp of human triumphs and the woof 
of human tragedies into a beautiful tapestry: "And we know that for those who love God all things work 
together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose" (Rom. 8:28)! 

What is the flip side of all this? It also means that God has willed for us to live, to do all the "this or that" of 
our life: "For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them" (Eph. 2:10). Each and every one of us has been brought into this 
world for purpose. None of us is an accident. We were brought into this world at this particular juncture of 
history at this particular place with our particular personality and aptitude for purpose. From the 
perspective of history, most of us may be no more than just a number, just an insignificant blip, just "a 
walking shadow, a poor player / That struts and frets his hour upon the stage / And then is heard no 
more…, a tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signifying nothing" (Shakespeare, Macbeth). But 
in the eyes of God, each of us is an indispensable part of His master plan, a piece in His grand mosaic, 
without which the mosaic would be incomplete. According to the Guinness World Records, the largest 
jigsaw puzzle consists of 551,232 pieces. That's a lot of puzzle pieces. But can you imagine coming to the 
end of putting together that puzzle and realizing that one piece is missing? Do we say, "Well, it's just a 
piece among over 550,000 puzzle pieces. It doesn't matter"? No! The absence of that puzzle piece will be 
so maddening! And in the eyes of God, each of us and what we do is like a piece of the divine puzzle! 

What do we do when we don't know God's will? 

I hope we find that to be awe-inspiringly encouraging and motivating to live our life to the fullest! But the 
problem is that we don't always know what God's will is for our lives. We read in v. 15, "If the Lord wills, 
we will live and do this or that." What do we do when we don't know what God's will is for "this and that"? 

Of course, there are many things we do know concerning what God's will is for us. He revealed it to us in 
His Word, the Bible. Moses said, "The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are 
revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law" (Deut. 29:29). 
We don't have to wonder whether it is God's will for us to steal or not, to cheat or not. We don't have to 
wonder whether it is God's will for us to speak evil against our brother or sister, to make false promises we 



don't intend to keep, to lose our temper, or to abuse our loved ones, either verbally or physically. We don't 
have to wonder whether it is God's will for us to help the ones in need, to speak encouraging words to the 
discouraged, to lend a hand of compassion to the needy, to do our best in our various callings in life, to 
worship God regularly with our fellow saints on the Lord's Day, etc. 

But there are many decisions we have to make, which are matters of wisdom, not necessarily of right and 
wrong. We can take any job as long as it is a legitimate and honest work. But is it wise to take it when it 
will require you to be away from your family and church a lot, or when there is no solid church nearby, 
which demonstrates the three marks of the true church--the true preaching of God's Word, the faithful 
administration of the Sacraments, and the loving church discipline? As long as the other person is a sincere 
Christian of the opposite sex, who is single (and not illegitimately divorced), it is not wrong to marry. But 
we should be wise enough not to wait for a "perfect" person without even knowing what we mean by it. 
That doesn't mean we should marry anyone, either. If we feel called to be a missionary, we probably 
shouldn't marry someone who has no interest in missions. 

So, what do we do when we do not know what God's will is for us? We cannot declare human autonomy 
and do whatever we'd like to do without any concern for what God's will is in that situation. No. For 
nothing is outside of God's will. Then, should we just wait around in indecisive suspense, wringing our 
hands nervously as we see our precious time ticking away, until somehow we find out what God's will is? 
No. We must plan to go on living, doing this and that. But we must not cling to our plans and goals so 
tightly that we have no room for God's will in our life. 

But doesn't this put us in a limbo state, in a constant state of half-commitment? How can we really give 
ourselves fully to our plan if we have to constantly wonder whether it's God's will or not? While we don't 
want someone who is inflexible in his plan, we don't want someone who is constantly changing his minds 
and plans in the name of "I-think-it's-God's-will"! 

Notice how James concludes this section: "So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for 
him it is sin" (v. 17). "The right thing to do" here refers primarily to God's law, His revealed will. It also 
refers to what we think is right in the areas of wisdom (but never contrary to God's revealed will!). 
Remember what we read in Deut. 29:29? "The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things 
that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law." God 
holds us accountable only for what He has revealed to us in His Word, particularly His law. So, when we 
are doing what God's word calls us to do, we should do it with full confidence and commitment, even when 
we face obstacles and persecution. We don't have to hear God's voice to tell us which job to take, which 
school to go to, which person to marry. God has already spoken to us in His Word regarding what is the 
right thing to do. And He gave us the guidelines we need to make good and conscientious choices even in 
the areas of wisdom. 

But why do we find God's instruction in the Bible wanting? Why do we want to know God's exact and 
precise will before we do anything, even the secret things of God? Quite often, it is not because we want to 
do exactly what God wants us to do; rather, it is because we think we will have nothing but success and no 
trouble if we do exactly what God wants us to do! Isn't that an idol of comfort and ease? Remember Paul? 
When he came to Caesarea on his way to Jerusalem, a prophet named Agabus came and prophesied, "Thus 
says the Holy Spirit, 'This is how the Jews at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt and deliver 
him into the hands of the Gentiles'" (Acts 21:11). Everyone interpreted this prophecy as a warning from 
God and pleaded Paul not to go to Jerusalem. Not so Paul. He said, "What are you doing, weeping and 
breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of 
the Lord Jesus" (Acts 21:13). When the Lord called him, He had already told him how much he had to 
suffer for His sake. So, when Paul heard this prophecy, he did not take it as God warning him not to go to 
Jerusalem but as God preparing him to be ready for all the suffering that was coming his way! 

And whose will are we to follow, anyway? The Lord here most likely refers to Jesus Christ. "The Lord" is 
predominantly Christ's title in the New Testament. As we live and do this and that in obedience to the 



Lord's will, or in pursuit of the Lord's will, we have the unshakable assurance that His will toward is for our 
good, not for our evil. For it was His will to go all the way to the cross. It was His will, not the nails, which 
kept Him on the cross to die, for He had the power to come down from it if He wanted to. It was His will to 
"rather die than to live without us" (Michael Card, "Could It Be"). His will for us at times may seem so 
difficult to bear. But let us do away with the thinking that what is difficult is bad for us. When we look to 
the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, we cannot question whether His will is good for us. It is, unquestionably 
so! 

And He is no dictator that demands our total submission to His will, is He? He Himself submitted to God's 
will completely! Remember the Garden of Gethsemane? He prayed, not just once but three times, until His 
sweat became like great drops blood, "Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, 
not my will, but yours, be done" (Luke 22:42). Aren't we glad that our Lord submitted to the Father's will? 
His submission led to our salvation and to His resurrection and exaltation. The same is promised for us. If 
we submit to the Lord's will, we may suffer now but we will harvest joy in abundance later. In fact, we will 
harvest joy even in the midst of our suffering. You see, we are wired that way. Our joy doesn't come from 
comfort and ease in this world; it comes when our will is in tune with God's will. And the joy that flows out 
of this harmony of will between God and us is able to carry us through even the greatest difficulties in life. 

So, go on and live your life to the fullest! Do not live in paralyzing fear and timidity. As long as it is in 
accordance with God's law (both in spirit and letter), do it with full confidence and conviction. God wills 
that you live fully the life of abundance God has given to you in Jesus Christ! God wills that you do all the 
good works He has prepared for you to do from the foundation of the world. Obey God's Word. Seek His 
wisdom in all things. Make it your aim to do the right thing, not the easy thing. And draw your strength and 
encouragement from the humble King every moment as you walk in close and constant communion with 
Him. He will give you all that you need to live out your abundant life in Christ! 
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