
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study A Prayer of 
Surrender, this sermon outline will use the same Scripture passages as the small group 
study, so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit. 
The Point:  Approach prayer with humble submission to the will of God. 
Introduction: One of my favorite books is A Man Called Peter, by Catherine Marshall.  
It’s the life story of her late husband, Peter Marshall, who served as pastor of New York 
Avenue Presbyterian Church in Washington, DC, and later became chaplain of the U.S. 
Senate.  She told how her husband was invited to preach at the baccalaureate service 
for the December graduating class of the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis.  He had 
prepared a sermon, but during the week before the service he had a strange feeling that 
he should preach on a different topic.  He couldn’t escape the feeling, and on Sunday 
morning he shared it with the chaplain at the Academy.  The chaplain encouraged him 
to go with his instinct if it was that strong.  Dr. Marshall took his text from James 4:14: 
“For what is your life?  It is even a vapor, that appeareth for a little time, and then 
vanisheth away.”  The date was December 7, 1941.  As Dr. Marshall drove back to 
Washington that day, he heard the news on the radio about the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor.  He knew then why God had led him to change his sermon.  Many of the men in 
the graduating class that day soon went to war, and many of them did not return home.1 

None of us know what the future holds.  We can make plans, but we never truly know 
whether we’ll have another day on earth.  That’s why James warned his readers against 
presumption.  Some TV preachers give the impression that God is our servant, and He 
is obliged to do what we demand.  Scripture teaches quite the opposite.  We are His 
servants, and we must pray not with presumptuous arrogance, but in humble 
submission to His sovereign will. 

I. The practice of humility. 
 
A. James commanded his readers to submit to God. 

1. “He giveth more grace” – The meaning of this phrase depends on the 
translation of the preceding verse. 
a. Some translations say, “He jealously desires the Spirit which He 

has made to dwell in us.”  If this is correct, then James was saying 
God gives us grace to carry out His commands. 

b. The King James Version says, “The spirit dwelleth in us lusteth to 
envy”.  If this is the correct translation, then James was saying God 
gives us grace to resist our sinful desires. 

2. James also told his readers to “resist the devil”. 
a. You automatically resist the devil when we submit to God. 
b. When you are determined to obey and glorify God, the devil has no 

choice but to flee (though he tends to return). 
B. Drawing near to God involves repentance. 
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1. You cannot draw near to God with sin in your life. 
a. You must confess your sins to God and forsake them. 
b. Repentance can often be a painful experience. 

2. When you humble yourself, then God will lift you up. 
a. He will forgive your sins. 
b. He will enable you to resist temptation. 
c. He will be more inclined to answer your prayers (James 4:3). 

 
II. The product of humility. 

 
A. It makes you avoid presumptuous boasting about the future. 

1. James rebuked those who boast about their future plans. 
a. Planning for the future is not wrong in itself, but you must keep the 

right perspective. 
b. God is the giver of life, and He can take it away when He chooses. 

2. No one controls the future except God. 
a. Any day can bring unexpected calamity. 
b. Your life can be cut short in an instant. 

• Most of us remember where we were on September 11, 2001.  I 
was a pastor in Missouri, and we were having associational 
meetings that week.  I was on the Resolutions Committee, so I 
had work to do for that night’s meeting.  I also had to take our 
church van to Kennett for some repairs.  I had no idea that a 
major calamity was going to happen that day.  Some 3000 other 
people had plans that day, too, but they never returned home.  It 
was a grim reminder that only God knows the future. 

B. It makes you realize your life is in God’s hands. 
1. Your time on earth is temporary. 

• I remember what my Dad told me on my 21st birthday: “You 
think these first 21 years have gone by slowly, but you’ll be 
surprised at how fast the next 21 years go by.”  That was 30 
years ago, and he was absolutely correct! 

2. You will answer to God for your time on earth (2 Corinthians 5:10). 
a. If you know Jesus as your Lord and Savior, then your eternal 

destiny has already been settled.  Nevertheless, God will call you to 
account for the life He gave you. 

b. Many people will be ashamed, not so much by the bad things they 
did, but by the good things they failed to do (v. 17). 

 
Conclusion: A few years ago I was saddened to hear about the death of a childhood 
friend.  He was only a year older than I was.  I don’t know if they ever determined the 
cause of death, but I know it was very sudden.  I also know he took good care of himself 
and was in excellent health.  Certainly there’s nothing wrong with taking care of your 
body, but even a healthy person never knows the time of his / her death.  Thankfully, 
this friend was a believer in Jesus and left behind a great spiritual legacy.  Many people 
are not so fortunate.  They die young after squandering their lives on things that won’t 
matter in eternity. 
Remember, your life belongs to God.  He has only entrusted a certain amount of time to 
you, and He will call you to account for how you’ve used it.  Make sure you use it wisely! 
___________________________ 
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