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Including God in The Plans That We Make 
James 4:13-17 

 
Introduction 
While working with youth over the past ten years, there is one piece of wisdom that I have passed along 
more often than any other. I encourage young adults to look ten years ahead, decide what kind of 
person they want to be, and then begin to make plans to pursue it. Hopes, dreams, and goals are good 
things that bring purpose to our lives and making plans to achieve them is wise. My high school youth 
group leader had us write a letter to our future selves. I planned out my whole life. Being very obstinate 
to reading, I decided I would not pursue any further education after high school. I would get married 
young and have 3 children right away, attend the small Baptist church I loved, help my dad with the 
family business, probably take it over, and live a simple and quiet life, be an empty-nester in my mid 
40’s, and retire early. I even specified two specific things—I would never leave NH and I would never be 
a pastor because I was terrified of speaking in public. Looking back, I realize that in my pride and 
stubbornness, I really believed it would be this way. My plans were like a straightjacket.  I did not leave 
much room in my life for change. What I happened in my early twenties was a series of upsets. My 
church split over a doctrinal issue which forced me to begin reading and studying theology. I left my 
church to plant one with a group of families. I decided to go back to school which led me away from the 
family business into ministry and eventually to CA for seminary. God had brought these unforeseen 
circumstances into my life and frustrated all my plans. Whether you are younger or older, I’m sure you 
can relate—God has a consistent track record of disrupting my plans. “The best laid plans of mice and 
men often go awry. And leave us nothing but grief and pain for promised joy.”1 When our plans are 
frustrated, it is hard because we are emotional invested in them and often we are truly convinced they 
will come about.  
 
As image bearers navigating our way through life, making plans is a necessary and ordinary part of daily 
life as we seek to obey God’s command to multiply and subdue the earth. Plans are extensions of our 
hearts—our beliefs, values, and commitments. “Guard your heart with all vigilance, for from it are the 
sources of life” (Prov 4:23). Our heart is the control center of our life.  As our lives move forward, we 
seek to attain our hopes and dreams, and to avoid our fears and discomforts. A plan is a detailed 
method by which we seek to achieve a specific desired end.  Plans are like roadmaps or blueprints to 
get us to the things we desire. I like to think of them as a new Lego set. The front of the box has a 
picture of the final product and the blueprints inside give you the action steps to assemble the pieces to 
get your desired end—your “promised joy.” Of course if the desired end is sinful, then the plan is 
corrupt. A plan to rob a bank is flawed from the get-go. But sometimes, even when the desired end is 
good, noble, and worthy, the plan can be just as sinful if we exclude God from the process. Our plans 
reveal the desires of our heart and our words reveal the attitude of our heart. I made these plans in 
my heart, spoke them out loud with my mouth, and held on to them tightly. But God is not always on 
our schedule or agenda and neither are all the people in our lives (Js 4:1-3).  
 
The book of James is the Proverbs of the New Testament. James, the brother of Jesus is writing to 
Jewish Christians living outside of Palestine scattered throughout the Roman Empire who were 
suffering. He encourages them to live radically different from the world around them in wisdom and fear 
of the Lord. It is filled with many common features of OT wisdom literature such as practical wisdom in 
pithy statements and the contrast of the wicked and the righteous, the foolish man and the wise man. 
 

                                                             
1 Robert Burns, “To a Mouse,” November, 1785. 
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James makes it clear that there are two ways of making plans that are diametrically opposed to each 
another. One is foolish, the other is wise. One is secular and worldly, the other is distinctively Christian. 
One forgets God, the other acknowledges Him. One excludes God, the other includes Him. 

 
My goal this morning is to shatter your illusion of control and to help you make plans with a heart of 
wisdom that acknowledge and honor God by leaving room for His intervention in your life. It is wise to 
make plans, but there is a foolish way to go about it— 
 
Plans That EXCLUDE God  
  
 Too Specific (v. 13) 

Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and 
such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a profit . . .” 

 
James issues this strong rebuke. He admonishes these Christian because there plans were worldly. They 
were not worldly for seeking a profit; the problem was that their plans were too specific. Look at all the 
details they have established so meticulously—the exact timing, the location, the duration, the activity, 
and the result. There is an assurance, and over-confidence that the plans they established will be 
fulfilled. It is not the plans themselves that are wrong or defective, rather these plans made in the heart 
and spoken with the mouth reveal the underlying attitude of presumption. The devil is in the details (Is 
14:13-14). He specified 5 action steps he would do, and his plans literally excluded God. 
 
When God’s will was becoming clear for me to pursue ministry and move to CA, I still attempted to 
maintain a level of control over my life. I still planned out my life. I decided I would go to CA for 3 years, 
study hard, and go right back to NH. I would live in Simi Valley near my sister and go to her church. 
There was nothing morally wrong with my plan itself. The issue is the insistence that it will happen. We 
know it is a sin to presume upon God’s grace, but it is also a sin to presume upon His providence. 
Maybe you have specific plans like making a profit, maintaining your health, having a certain job, or 
living near your family. But James is warning us that by making such specific plans, we could be 
excluding God from them. Whether you’re the type of person who meticulously plans out your life or 
the type of person who doesn’t plan, I believe you are motivated by the same underlying principle—
CONTROL. One desires to have everything laid out and go according to their specific plan; the other 
desires everything to stay the same.  
  
 Too Careless (v. 14a) 

—yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring 
 

James further shows the foolishness of these overly specific plans. These plans fail to take all the 
relevant factors into consideration. These Christians were making their plans days, weeks, and years in 
advance and determining their specific activity and outcome. Their insistence on the details stems again 
from their presumptuous assumption of control. But they were depending upon themselves and their 
limited knowledge of the future. When I did move out here to CA, I couldn’t find a job or housing in Simi 
and ended up in a different town, a different church, and had a different job than I planned. “Do not 
boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring” (Prov 27:1). Our plans are 
contingent upon a whole host of circumstances going our way—circumstances that are completely 
outside of our knowledge and outside of our control. By making such meticulous plans, you exclude the 
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possibility that God has other plans, that He may bring something unexpected into your life. We are 
forgetting the uncertainty of daily human life—the unpredictability of tomorrow. It’s as foolish as 
playing the lottery and expecting to win without taking into account that there are millions of other 
people playing. Your desires and plans conflict with other people’s desires and plans (Js 4:1-3). Your 
plans may conflict with God’s plans for tomorrow. Is this not what Jesus rebuked the rich man who plans 
to retire and relax, “You fool! This very night your soul is required of you?” (Lk 12:20).  
 

Too Arrogant (v. 14b) 
What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. 

 
By making such specific plans, insisting upon and expecting their fulfillment, these Christians were 
forgetting that they were finite creatures. We too often forget the frailty and brevity of our lives. One 
of the things I miss most about NH is the winters. I love the snow, the quiet, and the cold. I love seeing 
my breath. James says that is what our lives are like, a mist—uncertain, transient, and temporary. No 
one likes to think about that, but it is a theme that is prevalent in Old Testament wisdom literature.  
Moses wrote, “The years of our life are seventy, or even by reason of strength eighty; they are soon 
gone, and we fly away. Who considers the power of your anger, and your wrath according to the fear of 
you? So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom” (Ps 90:10-12). David wrote, 
“Oh Lord, let me know how fleeting I am! . . . Surely all mankind stands as a mere breath!” (Ps 39:4-5). 
Solomon wrote that our lives are vanity and said, “It is better to the house of mourning than the house 
of feasting, for this is the end of all mankind and the living should take it to heart” (Ecc 7:2). Our lives are 
so busy we hardly make time for “the silence and solitude whereby we become acquainted with our 
finitude, our inescapable mortality, and the distance of God from all our desires, hopes, and pleasures.”2 
Our plans are as fragile and fallible as we are.  
 
We cannot determine the end from the beginning. Only God can. In all our planning, we so often fail to 
see that He is infinite and we are not; He is omnipotent and omniscient and we are not; He is in control 
and we are not. Our assumption of control is a mistaken and misplaced attitude. Someone once 
described New Englanders as "rugged and opinionated, resistant to change, and fiercely proud of their 
self-sufficiency." But the more I talk with people; I realize this is not a New England problem, this is a 
human nature problem. It’s what John calls the “boastful pride of life” (1 Jn 2:16) and it is not from the 
Father, it is from the world. We exclude God from our plans when we fail to recognize His sovereignty. 
When things happen to us, when our plans are frustrated, it is not some cosmic impersonal force, or 
fate, or life itself. Rather it is a personal God. Just as all creation points to a personal creator, the events 
of your life point to an Author. James is not encouraging us to check and see if our plans align with the 
moral will of God. Of course that is important, but it is not his emphasis here. He is encouraging us to 
see whether or not our plans coincide with the plans God has for our lives. By will, he means the 
permissive will of God.  
 
Job 42:2: “I know you can do all things and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted.” 
 
Ps 115:3: “Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases.” 
 
Is 14:27: “For the Lord of hosts has purposed and who will annul it? His hand is stretched out, and who 
will turn it back.” 
 
                                                             
2 Tony Reinke, 12 Ways Your Phone Is Changing You, (Wheaton: Crossway, 2017), 45. 
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Is 46:9-10: “I am God and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me, declaring the end from 
the beginning and from ancient times things not yet done, saying, “My counsel shall stand, and I will 
accomplish all my purposes.” 
 
Dan 4:35: “He does according to his will among the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of earth; 
and none can stay his hand or say to him, “What have you done?” 
 
Our plans are always contingent and suboptimal because we are not God. The idea that we have 
absolute freewill, that there is power in our spoken word, that we write our own stories, that we control 
our destinies, that we are the masters of our fate is arrogant, worldly, and foolish. Try telling that 
message to someone who has just lost a child, to someone who just received a dreaded diagnosis. 
“Nobody thinks about limits . . . But if you live long enough, you see suffering. It comes close to you. It 
shatters the illusion so dear to us, of self-sufficiency, of autonomy, of control."3 
 
“The heart of a man plans his way, but the Lord establishes his steps” (Prov 16:9).  

“Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of the Lord that will stand” (Prov 19:21).  

“To say that God is sovereign is to declare that He is Almighty, the Possessor of heaven and earth, so 
that no one can defeat His counsels, thwart His purposes, or resist His will. We mean the supremacy of 
God, the Kingship of God, the godhood of God. To declare that God is sovereign is to declare that God is 
God.” —A. W. Pink 

  
Plans That INCLUDE God  
 An Unassuming Flexibility (v. 15) 

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

Remember that new Lego set we talked about earlier. Life is not as tidy and straight forward as that at. 
It does not come with a picture of the end. It does not come with perfectly ordered action steps. It does 
not come with all the pieces. Rather it is missing pieces and has a bunch of other pieces from other Lego 
sets. In other words, the pieces you wanted are missing and the pieces you didn’t want are there. We 
need to hold onto our plans more loosely and be willing and ready to adjust and improvise. This is about 
developing a mentality rather than a mantra. “If the Lord wills” is not to be some rote or hackneyed 
expression. It is to be the position of our hearts—an act of worship that consciously acknowledge God as 
sovereign. Jesus prayed, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I 
will, but as you will” (Lk 22:42). This is not only distinctively Christian, but it is distinctively Christ-like. 
Control is something  we enjoy cultivating because it makes us feel autonomous and strong. Self-
sufficiency is something we cling to with white knuckles as if letting go would be our end. But it’s all an 
illusion! We need to hold onto our plans more loosely and cling to God. We need to seek His will 
through prayer—dependent, Christ-like prayer that seeks His will and not out own. We planned on 
having only 3 children and decided we were done. Halfway through seminary, God showed us the need 
for foster parents and gave us both the desire to get involved. It was unexpected. It took foster care to 
finally show me that I have no control. They tell you at the beginning that you have no right to have 
expectations or guarantees. But as I’ve thought about that, I’ve realized that is true of all our lives.  

                                                             
3 Rod Dreher, The Little Way of Ruthie Leming, (New York: Grand Central, 2013), 267.  
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 A Submissive Humility (v. 16) 
As it is, you boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil. 

 
In Psalm 2, it paints a picture of mankind rebelling against God and trying to get out from under His 
sovereign authority. It goes on to say that “He who sits in the heavens laughs” (Ps 2:4). If you want to 
make God laugh, tell Him your plans, keep demanding that He get on your agenda. There needs to be a 
built-in trust mechanism into all our plans where we humbly admit we are not in control. When it 
becomes clear that our plans are not aligned with God’s, there must be a conscious acceptance of God’s 
plan and a submissive humility. We often assume that our plans are parallel with God’s. But oftentimes, 
our plans are actually perpendicular to His. And when they intersect, God’s plans will be moving forward 
without yours. His plans are like a high-speed rail engine and yours are like a puny bicycle. His plans are 
going to continue and you’re going with them. His plans are infallible, yours are not. Paul prayed for God 
to take away his thorn in the flesh and God said no. Sometimes God’s will is so clear it is devastating. 
We were hoping to move back home to NH after seminary. But God had other plans for us. After  
already spending an entire year here post-seminary waiting to adopt our foster daughter, we were 
devastated by the news that it would be another entire year! It is times of unfulfilled desire like these—
when a forceful blow levels you on your back with that nauseated feeling in your gut—that God's will is 
so undeniably clear. It’s going to hurt. “Hope deferred makes the heart sick” (Prov 13:12). But we need 
to get up and move forward because He gives us more grace (Js 4:6; 2 Cor 12:9).  
 
 An Unwavering Certainty (v. 17) 

So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin. 
 

James 1:2-4: “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know the 
testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let the steadfastness have its full effect, that you may 
be perfect and complete, lacking nothing.” 
 
There is a hurt in every heart and in every home. All trials come to us as some sort of loss. Something 
unplanned happened to you or something you planned did not happen. Either you didn’t get what you 
wanted or you got something you’ve been trying to avoid. Whether it’s an unplanned pregnancy, the 
death of a child, or infertility; whether it’s a life threatening disease, or a debilitating injury; whether it’s 
the death of a parent or your parent’s divorce, the unexpected loss of a job, the inability to find another 
one, or the inability to leave the one you’re at; whether it’s a difficult marriage, an unbelieving spouse, 
or a wandering child—it’s in these moments we realize we have no control. These things happen to us. 
And when they do, we can be tempted to be angry and bitter at God. But that is not right. That is not 
faith. We need to maintain the mindset with the mantra—“Not my will, but yours.” God is interested in 
the attitude and posture of our hearts. It’s easy to say, “Your will be done on earth;” it’s difficult to say, 
“Your will be done in my life.” I’m not talking about emotionless  fatalism—but in the midst of real pain, 
in the midst of our tears, in the midst of our grief, disappointment, and loss, we can say with unwavering 
certainty that his plan is better! And it is better that we have suffered because we know and 
experienced God more through it all.  
 
Rom 8:28-29: “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good, for those who are 
called according to his purpose . . . to be conformed to the image of his Son. “ 
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Conclusion 
 
Plans that exclude God focus on man’s activity and man’s ability. Plans that include God focus on His 
activity, His ability, and His right as God to frustrate our plans and disrupt our lives. How can we 
embrace something as tragic as Christ’s cross as God’s perfect plan of salvation, yet refuse our own little 
crosses? Do you realize how contradictory that is? He was “delivered up according to the definite plan 
and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23). God’s way is to bring glorious change through tragedy.  
 

“Now, I finally know what it looks like to have your soul ripped open and laid bare; I know what it feels 
like to have every arrogant pretense of tomorrow's plans and every foolhardy boast of yesterday's 
accomplishments smashed to pieces . . . and I know what it feels like to have nothing to hold on to but 
the goodness, mercy, and sovereignty of God. The Lord truly does write spectacular stories, and He 
delights in using unexpected means.  His stories involve real tragedy and loss; their plots hang on true 
mercy and redemption.”4 

Oftentimes when we make plans, we prioritize efficiency. We choose the path of least resistance. But 
the path of least resistance is the path of least dependence and the path of least difference. But God 
desires to make a difference in our lives, to transform us into the image of His Son. When your life brings 
you to your knees, when you are drowning, or you feel like you’ve hit a wall, when something is 
completely out of your control, it is in those moments we experience God most tangibly, personally, and 
intimately. It is in those moments you realize you are in the center of God’s will. When God doesn’t 
fulfill our greatest desire, He is fulfilling our greatest need—Christ-likeness. We have a lot of desired 
ends, but our chief end must be to glorify God and enjoy Him. Because He is the end goal, He is the 
picture on the Lego box. Sometimes his greatest gifts are disguised as painful trials (Js 1:17). His will is 
good, acceptable, and perfect (Rom 12:2). 
 
 Perhaps the greatest tragedy in my life was the loss of my mother. I recently spoke on the phone to her 
friend and pastor who officiated her memorial and burial service. With tears in his eyes, he told me, 
“God does not define good the same way that we do.” When we try to take control of our lives and our 
plans are too specific, we are doing 2 things—we are setting ourselves up for disappointment and we 
are selling ourselves short of the better plans God may have for us. His plan is better! He is more 
committed to our good than we are!  
 
 
 
 

                                                             
4 Eric Naykalyk, “The Lord Gave Us A Casket For Christmas,” December 18, 2018, https://enaykalyk.blogspot.com 


