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James goes on, in v 3, to say, “3 because you know that the testing of your faith 
produces perseverance. 4 Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature 
and complete, not lacking anything.”  

In other words, James believes God has a purpose for our “trials” and suffering.

Similarly, the only reason to rejoice and give thanks in hard-–even tragic—
circumstances (of which Paul knew only too well!) is because he believed God has a 
good purpose that he is working toward, even by means of these challenges.

And that is only possible if God is directing and accomplishing some good end 
through whatever happens in our lives.  

This issue—God’s purposeful control of all things—is what the doctrine of 
providence is all about.
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“Providence,” like ”Trinity,” is a word that is never used in the Bible.  Yet, like “Trinity,” 
it is a word that summarizes massive amounts of biblical teaching, in this case, the 
relationship between God and his creation.

Providence teaches us that God is actively and intimately related to every aspect of 
his creation at every moment, and that events within the world do not happen by 
chance (random), nor by impersonal fate, but by God, who is their personal yet 
infinitely powerful Creator and Lord.

OR, as the slide says...

à If this is true, it should have incredible implications for how we go about our days.  
Unfortunately, like many doctrines (especially controversial ones like this), we tend to 
debate them or settle for an intellectual awareness of them.  When Scripture teaches 
us about God’s providence, it does so to change the way we live.  

I think this is one of the most practical doctrines for us to know and embrace with our 
hearts, because it will color the way we respond to every situation in our lives—good 
and difficult.
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So, let’s take a quick look at this doctrine and then talk about how to apply it to our 
lives.  

I’ll have a lot of details in the slides along the way that we won’t take the time to go 
over this morning, but it’s there if you want to download them and go back through 
more slowly on your own.

• We’ll rush through Part 1.
• We’ll almost skip Part 2, but, again, the detail is there for you to read through on 

your own.
• Because I want to spend a lot of our time in Part 3 thinking about the practical 

implications of this doctrine for our lives.
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God’s creatures = everything that is created (i.e., everything that is not God: animals, 
plants, rocks, thunderstorms, and galaxies).

Literally everything in this world—people, weather patterns, the rotation of planets, 
etc.—is sustained by God and directed by him to accomplish his most holy and wise 
purposes for his creation.

Even though our world can seem disconnected, purposeless, and chaotic, it is all 
controlled by God and accomplishing his unfolding purpose in the world.
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From Genesis: Beginning and Blessing (PREACHING THE WORD) 
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Notice that Jesus doesn’t debate the philosophical implications of God’s sovereignty 
for human responsibility (which doesn’t mean that’s not a legitimate question).  
Rather, He simply and straightforwardly asserts God’s control over the smallest details 
of the world.  Why?  So that we can have peace and boldness in the face of adversity.

The context of v 28 indicates fear of those who can “kill the body”—those who are 
out to get you and have power in this world to make life hard for you.  Jesus responds 
by pointing people to the One who truly has power—in fact, control over everything, 
including the flight of sparrows.  If that God is in control, we do not need to fear 
those who threaten us, because if God controls the flight of sparrows, then He is 
orchestrating the events of our lives and those who seek to harm us according to His 
purposes.

TRANSITION: Of course, it’s one thing for us to say that a sparrow doesn’t fall to the 
ground apart from God’s will and quite another to say He is in control of the lives and 
choices of humans.  That is where the rubber hits the road for us.  That’s where we 
tend to have problems with the idea of God’s providence.  Nevertheless, that is what 
Scripture clearly affirms.
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Bonus:  The king's heart is in the hand of the LORD; he directs it like a watercourse 
wherever he pleases.  (Proverbs 21:1)
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God’s control over human decisions even includes sinful decisions.

Context:  Joseph speaking to his brothers in response to their sinful decision to sell 
him into slavery.

Joseph is not denying the “proximate” cause of his brothers doing a very evil act to 
sell him into slavery, but he is seeing beyond it to the ultimate cause of God’s 
providential hand for the good purpose to move him to Egypt and put him in a 
position to save God’s people (and many, many others) during the famine and move 
God’s people to Egypt where he told their forefather Abraham they would be slaves 
before after 400 years of slavery (still to come), God would deliver them in power and 
take them back to the Promised Land (see Gen. 15).

In addition to the implications for God’s providence in these passages, notice also 
that God’s providence doesn’t mean we don’t experience pain.  It means that God is 
in control of our pain… and He has a beneficial purpose for it.  There is no pain 
without purpose for a Christian.

QUESTION:  If God is not in control of our pain and difficult circumstances, then it 
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means that suffering is merely tragic; there’s no purpose for it; it didn’t happen to 
further an ultimately good and better end.  The appropriate response, then, to 
suffering is despair and bitterness.  But, if God is in control, orchestrating all that 
happens according to His sovereign and mysterious ends, then, even if we never 
know what those ends are, we can still trust that God knows what He is doing.  (More 
on the application of this point later in the lesson.)
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Context of Lamentations quote:  God’s judgment of Israel in the exile
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John Calvin put it well... (Next slide)
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God’s Providence should discourage us from demanding that God explain himself to 
us; rather, it should lead us to worship:

33 Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How 

unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! 34 “Who has known 

the mind of the Lord?  Or who has been his counselor?”  (Romans 11:33-34)
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Calvin has a wonderful section in the Institutes on God’s Providence.  In that section 
(quoted at length in the notes on the next slide), he explains that... (SLIDE)

21



Entire Quote:

“But with respect to future events, Solomon easily brings human deliberations into 
agreement with God’s providence. For just as he laughs 
at the dullness of those who boldly undertake something or other without the Lord, 
as though they were not ruled by his hand, so elsewhere he says: ‘Man’s heart plans 
his way, but the Lord will direct his steps’ (Prov 16:9).  This means that we are not at 
all hindered by God’s eternal decrees either from looking ahead for ourselves or from 
putting all our affairs in order, but always in submission to his will.  The reason is 
obvious.  For he who has set the limits to our life has at the same time entrusted to 
us its care; he has provided means and helps to preserve it; he has also made us able 
to foresee dangers; that they may not overwhelm us unaware, he has offered 
precautions and remedies.  Now it is very clear what our duty is:  thus, if the Lord has 
committed to us the protection of our life, our duty is to protect it; if he offers helps, 
to use them; if he forewarns us of dangers, not to plunge headlong; if he makes 
remedies available, not to neglect them… You conclude that we ought not to beware 
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of any peril because, since it is not fatal, we shall escape it even without taking 
precaution.  But the Lord enjoins you to beware, because he would not have it fatal 
for you… God’s providence does not always meet us in its naked form, but God in a 
sense clothes it with the means employed.”  (Institutes, I.XVII.4.)

“Therefore the Christian heart, since it has been thoroughly persuaded that all things 
happen by God’s plan, and that nothing takes place by chance, will ever look to him 
as the principal cause of things, yet will give attention to the secondary causes in 
their proper place.”  (Institutes, I.XVII.6.)
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Notice from Philippians 2:12-13:

• Urgent, human responsibility is based on divine causality (“work out your 
salvation… for it is God who works in you” to even desire it (“will”) and enable you 
to do it (“to act”).

• Far from undermining our responsibility, God’s sovereignty inspires it: it reassures 
us that our efforts won’t prove vain.

• Hope for growth is grounded in help from God.
• God’s sovereignty makes human progress possible.
• God energizes both the mind/will/desires and the actual actions.
• The continuous and sustained working out of the Christian is the gracious product 

of the gracious and sustained working in of God.
• The reassurance of God’s work in us to work out His grace in our lives leaves no 

room for passivity on our part.
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More quotes from Calvin:

“For since on it [i.e., providence] depends everything that happens, therefore, say 
they, neither thefts, nor adulteries, nor murders take place without God’s will 
intervening.  Why therefore, they ask, should a thief be punished, who has plundered 
someone whom the Lord would punish with poverty?  Why shall a murderer be 
punished, who has killed one whose life the Lord has ended? … On the contrary, I 
deny that they are serving God’s will.  For we shall not say that one who is motivated 
by an evil inclination, by only obeying his own wicked desire, renders service to God 
at His bidding.  A man, having learned of his will, obeys God in striving toward the 
goal to which he is called by that same will.  From what source do we learn but from 
his Word?  In such fashion we must in our deeds search out God’s will which he 
declares through his Word.  God requires of us only what he commands.  If we 
contrive anything against his commandment, it is not obedience but obstinacy and 
transgression.  Yet, unless he willed it, we would not do it.  I agree.  But do we do evil 
things to the end that we may serve him?  Yet he by no means commands us to do 
them; rather we rush headlong, without thinking what he requires, but so raging in 
our unbridled lust that we deliberately strive against him.  And in this way we serve 
his just ordinance by doing evil, for so great and boundless is his wisdom that he 
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knows right well how to use evil instruments to do good. …I grant more:  thieves and 
murderers and other evildoers are the instruments of divine providence, and the Lord 
himself uses these to carry out the judgments that he has determined with himself.  
Yet I deny that they can derive from this any excuse for their evil deeds.  Why?  Will 
they either involve God in the same iniquity with themselves, or will they cloak their 
own depravity with his justice?  They can do neither. … Well and good, for he works 
through them.  And whence, I ask you, comes the stench of a corpse, which is both 
putrefied and laid open by the heat of the sun?  All men see that it is stirred up by the 
sun’s rays; yet no one for this reason says that the rays stink.  Thus, since the matter 
and guilt of evil repose in a wicked man, what reason is there to think that God 
contracts any defilement, if he uses his service for his own purpose?”  (John Calvin, 
Institutes, I.XVII.5.)
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* Grudem cites Gen 45:5 and 50:20; Exod 4:21, 7:3, 9:12, 10:20, 27, 11:10, 14:4, 8 
with Rom 9:17-18; Ps 105:25; Josh 11:20; Judges 3:12; 9:23; 14:4; 1 Sam 2:25; 16:14; 
2 Sam 12:11-12 fulfilled in 16:22; 12:15-18; 24:1, 10-17 with 1 Chron 21:1; 1 Kings 
11:14, 23; Job 1:12, 15, 17, 19, 21-22; 1 Kings 22:23; Isa 10:5; Jer 25:9, 12; Amos 3:6; 
4:6-12, and more!
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See also Psalm 121; Hebrews 13:6; 1 Peter 1:6-7.

These types of commands only make sense if God is in control of everything.  If he’s 
not, but he commands us to not be afraid in difficult or dangerous times, the 
appropriate response might be, “Why not?!  Easy for you to say.  You’re not the one 
who’s gonna get whacked!”  

But if God is in control, we need not fear.  (1) God is able to protect us if He so 
chooses.  (2) If He doesn’t keep us from the harm, but allows us to suffer, it can only 
come by His will and ultimately for our good.  
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AFTER BULLET, BEFORE 2 COR QUOTE:

The person who understands providence will attribute these things ultimately to God, 
whether you feel God’s blessing through other people or through inanimate things 
(the rain watering your grass).  You’ll reason in your mind:  “Surely it is God who has 
inclined their hearts to be so kind to me.”

Notice the “wedding” of God’s providential cause of Titus’ concern for the 
Corinthians, and Paul’s statement in his next breath that Titus is coming to them on 
his own initiative: (2 COR 8)
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C H Spurgeon tells an anecdotal story which speaks to God's providential weavings in 
each of our lives.  He describes a woman who went to a place where they were 
manufacturing a carpet.  

She said, “There is no beauty there.”
The man said, “It is one of the most beautiful carpets you ever saw.”
“Why, here is a piece hanging out, and it is all in disorder.”
“Do you know why, ma’am? You are looking at the wrong side of the carpet!”
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Calvin summarizes the personal benefits to us in understanding and taking to heart 
the providence of God:

“Gratitude of mind for the favorable outcome of things, patience in adversity, and 
also incredible freedom from worry about the future all necessarily follow upon this 
knowledge.”  (John Calvin, Institutes, I.XVII.7.)
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BEFORE THE QUOTE:

One of the most common objections to the idea that God is in control of all things 
comes in the form of implications for prayer and evangelism.  If God is working all 
things to accomplish His sovereign purposes, then why share the gospel?  Why pray?  
Do my prayers actually do anything, or are they just a charade if this doctrine is true?

The perspective of Scripture is that, far from making evangelism and prayer 
meaningless, God’s providence gives us confidence that our efforts will be effective.  
If God accomplishes His providence through means, and He says He hears and 
answers prayers and uses the sharing of the gospel to lead people to faith, then our 
efforts in these areas become the ultimately significant means through which God 
accomplishes His eternal purposes for the eternal benefit of another person.  We 
become the agents or instruments through which God works to fulfill His plan for the 
world.  What could be more meaningful or significant than that!!!  

Let’s look at some biblical perspective on this point:

THOUGHTS ON QUESTION:
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• In the same breath (only 2 verses separate these two statements), Paul speaks of 
God’s providence (in this case, His control over salvation through divine election) 
and the request for prayer so that God would save others as well.  

• God’s election (providence as it relates to salvation) evokes gratitude; God receives 
all the glory.

• Prayer and evangelism are the means God uses to accomplish His ends.  People 
don’t come to faith “willy-nilly” for no reason; the elect are not saved irrespective 
of faith, but always through the Spirit-induced response of repentant trust in 
Christ.

• God calls people to be saved… through the proclamation of the gospel message 
and the faithful praying of God’s people.

Ironically, it is only belief in divine sovereignty that allows us to pray for people.  
Why?  John Piper explains:  (NEXT SLIDE)
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Piper is making the larger point that ”everyone prays like a Calvinist.”  That is, when 
we pray we ask God to do something—to save people, for example—not just make 
something possible.  No one prays, “God don’t change their mind about this... Just 
bring them to the point of thinking about it.”  

We pray, “God save them!  Show them their sin.  Convict them of it.  And take out 
their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh.  Open spiritually blind eyes so 
they can see Jesus.  Make them able and willing to repent and believe and follow 
you!”  
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In Acts 13, Paul began his first missionary journey.  13:13-52 recounts a story of Paul 
and Barnabas preaching the gospel.  Notice the conclusion of this event: (ACTS 13)

Notice, similarly, how Luke describes Lydia’s conversion: (ACTS 16)

THOUGHTS ON QUESTION:

• People are saved through faith, but they have faith as God gives it to them in 
response to hearing the gospel message (which we share with them).

• Note similarly: 2 Tim 2:24-26 indicates that God grants repentance.  In this 
context, Paul instructs Timothy on how to relate to those who oppose his 
ministry in such a way that he might be the means God uses to grant 
repentance (i.e., Timothy’s actions and God’s sovereign purpose are held 
together).

• Paul and Barnabas did not preach and pray less fervently because they believed 
this.

• God’s sovereignty energized their outreach and inspired confidence despite 
opposition (cf. 13:50).
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Because God ordains both the end and the means, both are absolutely necessary.  
Will anyone be saved that God does not graciously choose?  No.  Will that person 
come to faith apart from God-ordained means (e.g., prayer and evangelism)?  No.
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