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Wisdom for Right-Living                                              
from the Book of 

J A M E S 

15 – Responding to the Will of God 

 

The Bible mentions many marks of genuine followers of Christ, including—                 
how we handle temptation, repentance from sin, humility, a tongue tamed by God,              
and separation from the world.  But few things more clearly summarize the 
character of a genuine believer than a desire to do the will of God.   
 

In Psalm 40:8 (NIV) David wrote, “I desire to do your will, O my God; your law is 
within my heart.”  Jesus taught that “Whoever does God’s will is my brother and 
sister and mother.”  Mark 3:35 (NIV)  Jesus also gave this sober warning in Matthew 
7:21 (NIV)  “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom                    
of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.”                          
Peter exhorted followers of Christ to “…live for the rest of the time in the                 
flesh no longer for human passions but for the will of God.”  1 Peter 4:2 (ESV) 
 

The greatest example of one who lived for the will of God was Jesus Christ.                   
In John 6:38 (NIV) He defined His messianic mission when He said, For I have             
come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me.  
Later, in agony in Gethsemane, facing the awful reality of the cross, Jesus 
nonetheless prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me; yet not as 
I will, but as You will.”  Matthew 26:39 (NASB)  Jesus perfectly modeled the most essential 
elements of a relationship with God—submission and obedience—to God’s will. 
 

For James, doing the will of God identifies another test of genuine saving faith.  
Those who are truly saved will joyfully and willingly pray, “Your kingdom come.     
Your will be done.”  Matthew 6:10 (NIV)  The words of a familiar hymn, “Have Thine 
Own Way, Lord,” reflect the desire of every genuine follower of Christ. I’ve asked 
TOM to sing the first verse of this beautiful hymn… 
 

Have Thine own way, Lord! Have Thine own way! Thou art the Potter; I am the clay. 
Mold me and make me after Thy will, while I am waiting, yielded and still. 

 

On the other hand, a constant disregard for God’s will is a sure mark of                       
the presence of pride—that ugly sin which is the foundation for all other sins.                   
To disregard God’s will is tantamount to saying, “I am the sovereign ruler of             
my own life!”  
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As James has already pointed out, “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the 
humble.”  James 4:6 (NIV)  Those who refuse to submit to God’s will give evidence 
that their lives have not been transformed by the saving grace of God.   
 

True to the pattern that he’s followed throughout his epistle, James takes a   
practical approach to the issue of responding to God’s will.  James 4:13-17 (NASB)   
 
13  Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, 
and spend a year there and engage in business and make a profit.” 14  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. 15  Instead, you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, 
we will live and also do this or that.” 16  But as it is, you boast in your arrogance;                
all such boasting is evil. 17  Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and 
does not do it, to him it is sin. 
 

James gives four insights into how people respond to God’s will.  Three of these 
responses are negative; one is positive.  Our response to the will of God reveals 
much about our hearts—and our relationship to God.   
 

1. I Can Choose to Foolishly Ignore God’s Will. (Vs.13-14) 
 

The first negative response to God’s will is to foolishly ignore it, living as if                      
God does not exist or as if He is indifferent to human behavior.  When James says, 
“Come now…” it’s a call to attention.  James is, in effect, saying, “Listen up!”                    
or “Pay attention!”  The targets of James’ rebuke are those who say, “Today or 
tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, and spend a year there and engage in 
business and make a profit.”  James is rebuking those whose pattern it is to live 
with no regard for God’s will.   
 

The specific illustration James chose was one that would’ve been familiar to his 
readers.  Many Jewish people were successful businessmen, who naturally sought 
out flourishing trade centers in which to do business.  Wise planning in business is 
not sinful in and of itself.  In fact, it’s commendable.  No spiritual principles were 
violated by anything that these businessmen said.  The problem was in what                
they didn’t do.  They made extensive plans, but in the course of their planning, 
They totally ignored God.  They didn’t seek God.  They didn’t ask God.  They               
made their plans as though God didn’t exist.  God had no part in their plans!  
 

Satan, who was known as Lucifer when he was the most beautiful angel in 
heaven, used five “I will” statements.  These statements demonstrate the 
arrogance of living as though God doesn’t exist.  Isaiah 14:13-14 (NIV)  
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[Satan said in his heart] 13 “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above 
the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on the utmost 
heights of the sacred mountain. 14 I will ascend above the tops of the clouds;                 
I will make myself like the Most High.”   
 

Much like Satan’s self-centered “I wills,” the inappropriate statements of those 
who were ignoring God in James chapter 4 also contain Five Presumptuous 
Elements Which Indicate Their Own Ill-advised Arrogance:  
 

 They chose their own time.  (Today or tomorrow) 
 They chose their own location.  (Such and such a city) 
 They chose their own duration.  (Spend a year there) 
 They chose their own enterprise.  (To engage in business) 
 They chose their own objective.  (To make a profit) 
 

Once again, none of these actions, in and of themselves, were wrong.  However, 
their arrogance showed itself in the fact that all of this was decided without             
ever consulting God—as if they were Lord of their own lives! 
 

In Luke 12:16-21 (NIV) Jesus told a parable illustrating the folly of presumptuously 
leaving God out of one’s planning:  16 “The ground of a certain rich man produced 
a good crop. 17 He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my 
crops.’ 18 “Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build 
bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 19 And I’ll say to 
myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, 
drink and be merry.’” [He used the words “I” or “my” 10X]  20 “But God said to 
him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who                  
will get what you have prepared for yourself?’ 21 “This is how it will be with anyone 
who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.”   
 

In James 4:14, we see Two Reasons It’s Foolish to Leave God Out of Your Planning: 
 

 “You do not know what your life will be like tomorrow.” 
 

Life is far from simple. Life is a complex matrix of forces, events, people, and 
circumstances over which we have little to no control, making it impossible for 
anyone to design a specific future. Despite that, some people foolishly imagine              
that they are in charge of their own lives!  Are you really?  Can you guarantee   
that you won’t have cancer tomorrow?  Can you guarantee that you and your 
family will still have the same source of income tomorrow?  Can you guarantee 
that you’ll even still be alive tomorrow?  The answer is no!   
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There are no guarantees about such things.  However, those who are followers                
of Jesus do have this comfort:  We know that the sovereign God of the universe 
controls everything, and all of this He weaves into His perfect plan. 
 

Solomon wrote, 5  Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own 
understanding; 6  in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths 
straight.  Proverbs 3:5-6 (NIV)  We do not know the future, but we do know Who holds 
the future. There’s another reason that leaving God out of your planning is foolish:   
 

 The brevity of life.  
 

James says that you and I are like a vapor that appears for just a little while, 
then vanishes.  Life is as short-lived as a puff of smoke from a fire, as the steam 
that rises from a cup of coffee, or as a person’s breath on a cold winter day.   
How foolish, in light of the brevity of life on this earth, to ignore the will of God.  
In regard to God’s will, there’s another response we should not emulate… 
 

2. I Can Choose to Arrogantly Deny God’s Will. (Vs. 16) 
 

Vs. 16 - But as it is, you boast in your arrogance; all such boasting is evil. 
 

Ignoring God’s will as though God does not exist is one wrong response.                        
But there are also those who, while acknowledging that God does exist and that    
He does have a will, nevertheless arrogantly deny it.  Those in the first group are 
practical atheists.  They live as though God does not exist. Those in the second 
group are self-theists.  Refusing to submit their lives to God, they set themselves—
and their own will—above the will of God.  God’s will, although acknowledged,          
is simply not as important to them as their own will.  Even Christians are often 
guilty of setting aside God’s will in favor of their own will.   
 

Those who deny God’s will, James says, boast in their arrogance.  The Greek word 
for boast means to be loud-mouthed.  When your focus is your will rather than the 
will of God, it usually leads to bragging about what you have done, or about what 
you are going to do.   Perhaps no one has expressed this defiant attitude toward 
God more clearly than William Ernest Henley in his famous poem INVICTUS… 
 

Out of the night that covers me, black as the Pit from pole to pole, 
I thank whatever gods may be—for my unconquerable soul. 
In the fell clutch of circumstance I have not winced nor cried aloud. 
Under the bludgeonings of chance my head is bloody, but unbowed. 
Beyond this place of wrath and tears looms but the horror of the shade. 
And yet the menace of the years finds—and shall find me—unafraid. 
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It matters not how strait the gate, how charged with punishments the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate.  I am the captain of my soul. 

 

This poem reflects the attitude of those who know that God exists, but who  
arrogantly defy His will.  The third response to doing the will of God… 
 

3. I Can Choose to Willfully Disobey God’s Will.  (Vs. 17) 
 

Vs. 17 - Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it,                       
to him it is sin. 
 

Those who are guilty of this third negative approach to God’s will affirm God’s 
existence and they even acknowledge the supremacy of His will—then they 
proceed to willfully disobey.  To one who knows the right thing to do and                  
does not do it, to him it is sin.  Broadly speaking, all of Scripture is God’s will.  
What are some of the specific things that God says are His will? 
 

 It is the will of God that people would be saved.  (2 Peter 3:9) 
 It is the will of God that people would be sanctified.  (1 Thessalonians 4:3-8) 
 It is the will of God that people would do good.  (1 Peter 2:15)   
 

Those who know God’s will are responsible to obey it.  If they fail to do so,                 
they sin.  Leaving God out of the picture is, itself, sin.  For example…   
 

Jonah, the wayward prophet, provides a classic illustration of one who knew                 
the will of God, but refused to obey.  Called by God to preach in Nineveh,                  
Jonah instead attempted to flee to Tarshish—which, by the way, is the         
opposite direction from Nineveh.  Only after being severely disciplined by                   
God did Jonah finally submit to God’s will.  It’s the same for us today.                       
When we know the will of God, yet do nothing, or when we know the will                              
of God, but willfully disobey—we, too, will suffer the consequences.   
 

So—I can choose to foolishly ignore God’s will, I can choose to arrogantly             
deny God’s will, I can choose to willfully disobey God’s will, or… 
 

4. I Can Choose to Acknowledge and Obey God’s Will.  (Vs. 15) 
 

Vs. 15 - Instead, you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and also do this                  
or that.”   
 

The fourth alternative is the only response of the four that’s a positive response—  
a response that will please God.  A response of acknowledging and obeying God’s 
will, generally speaking, is a mark of those who are genuine followers of Christ.   
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I say generally because I realize that even those who do follow Jesus, sometimes  
get selfish and/or rebellious, and do not follow the known will of God.  But as it            
is throughout the book of James, the primary focus is the pattern of your life.                  
As the pattern of your life, do you acknowledge and obey the will of God?   Or do                  
you not?  The answer to this question is a clue as to the reality of  your salvation.  
When a person is an obedient follower of Christ, in every aspect of their lives              
and in every decision they face, the consistent response will be: “If the Lord wills.”  
Simply put, the will of God is the primary focus of a follower of Christ. 
 

Imagine for a moment how your life might change if, in every decision,                      
you submitted to the will of God for your life.  Let me illustrate… 
 

 Will I consistently be involved in church?  “If the Lord wills…”  It is the will of God, 
as stated in Scripture, that you consistently be involved in church. 

 Will I consistently read my Bible and pray?  “If the Lord wills…” It is the will of God, 
as stated in Scripture, that you consistently read your Bible and pray. 

 Will I consistently share Jesus with others?  “If the Lord wills…”  It is the will of 
God, as stated in Scripture, that you consistently share Jesus with others. 

 Will I consistently give 10% of my income as a tithe?  “If the Lord wills…”                             
It is the will of God, as stated in Scripture, that you give at least 10% of                 
your income as a tithe. 

 Will I love and be faithful to my spouse till death do us part?  “If the Lord wills…”                   
It is the will of God, as stated in Scripture, that you love and be faithful to            
your spouse till death do you part. 

 

I marvel that many who claim to be followers of Christ willfully disregard the 
stated will of God.  You know what I’ve discovered?  We can rationalize anything 
—but we are not excused before God for willful disobedience.  What is the will of 
God?  Here it is! [Bible] 95% of the will of God has been stated in the Bible!   
 

So—responding obediently to God’s will is yet another test of a living and genuine 
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  A strong desire to do the will of God—which will 
demonstrate itself in obedience—is a sure mark of a life transformed by Christ. 
 

What is Your Response to the Will of God? 
 

Will you do  the will of God?  Or will you foolishly ignore God’s will? 
 

Will you do  the will of God?  Or will you arrogantly deny God’s will? 
 

Will you do  the will of God?  Or will you willfully disobey God’s will? 
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Will you acknowledge and obey the will of God?   
 

If you will acknowledge and obey, you will experience the abundant blessings of God. 
 

As the pattern of our lives, I pray that we would consistently do God’s will.    
 

         
 
 
  
  
 

    
 
 
 

  
      
 
    
 
 
 
   
 
 
 

 
 
 


