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OUR TIMES ARE IN HIS HANDS 
Becky Douglass (James 4:13-17; Psalm 39:4-7) 

Introduction 

During recent months – the last two years really! – I have often thought of these verses as we have 

had to plan, and re-plan, and re-plan again. It has been impossible to know what to expect. Each 

time we have gone into lockdown, it has been different. Each time we have come out of lockdown 

and started things up again, it has been different. And now it is different again as we learn to “live 

with COVID”. There are no clearly marked paths and no certainties. 

But there may have been one good outcome of all this. Current events have exposed a truth that we 

try very hard to forget. We’re not really in control of what happens in our lives. Yes, we can control 

some things, but much of our lives is dependent on things outside our control – people, events, 

coincidence, accidents – all these things constantly affect our lives and how things turn out.  

But we don’t like to live with that awareness. Living in Sydney, we have the money and the 

technology and infrastructure which enable us to have a fairly high level of control over our lives. 

We live in weather-proof houses, so we don’t get wet when it rains. Nowadays, most of us live in air-

conditioned houses, so we don’t sweat when it gets hot or shiver when it is cold. If we get sick, we 

can go to a doctor and many health issues have treatments which are readily available to us. It 

might not be pleasant, but we can often control the progress of the disease or repair the damage in 

ways that wasn’t even dreamed of 100 years ago and is still not possible for a majority of the world. 

There is employment or government assistance available so that few people need to live on the 

street or beg for food. And we have an economy that allows many people to improve their lives over 

time. It is not perfect here by any means, but compared to most of the world and even some parts of 

Australia, we have more than enough money to give us some control over our lives. 

But these last two years have showed us that we are still vulnerable to things beyond our control. All 

of us have experienced a level of uncertainty we may never have known before. We have had to 

face the fact that we do not have as much control as we like to think we do. 

The wrong attitude - presumption of control 

How we like to live has been compared to travelling by powerboat. We can get in the boat, fill up the 

engine with fuel, chart a course and go where we want to go, by the route we want to take and in 

the time frame that we choose. We live as though “I am the master of my fate, the captain of my 

soul”, to use a phrase from a popular poem. But is this the right attitude to have? James questions 

this in these verses. 
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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 4:13)  

This is a confident statement of control, isn’t it? These people know what they want and are setting 

out to get it. James is talking about a business venture, but there are many other ways we do this. 

We plan out our career and how we will gain the position we want. We make plans to earn a certain 

amount of money in a set period so we can buy a house. We decide we will have and when we will 

have them. We save for an ideal retirement. In churches, we like to come up with building programs 

and 5-year plans and outreach programs. We can’t seem to stop planning! And our culture praises 

this kind of confident planning. Uncertainty is bad, confidence and assertiveness are good.  

But is all planning wrong? Are we supposed to just drift along in the current with no direction at all? I 

don’t think that is what James is saying. Let’s read on. 

… yet 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. (James 4:14) 

It is not the plans themselves which are the problem, but the arrogance they show in thinking that 

they are in total control of their plans. Firstly, James says that, in their arrogance, they show an 

ignorance about the realities of life in this world and how little control they really have over what is 

going to happen. So many things could happen to upset their plans and they don’t seem to take this 

into account. Not only are there predictable interruptions to our plans like sickness and economic 

fluctuations, but sometimes, things happen which we could never have imagined. How many people 

in Tonga included the possibility of a volcanic eruption and tidal wave in their plans for this week? 

How many people who opened a new business at the beginning of 2019 could ever have imagined 

what was going to happen just 3 months later? We can’t see the future, we can only guess and our 

guesses can never take everything into consideration. Proverbs picks up this theme as is says, Do 

not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring. (Proverbs 27:1) Everything 

can change in a moment. 

Secondly, James reminds us that our lives are fleeting – we are not as important as we think we 

are. Ours are not the only plans being made and, at times, different plans will conflict. Why should 

our plans be the most important? Why should things always go as we want them to go? What about 

how we fit into the big picture of what is happening over time? Ecclesiastes, which we will look at 

next week, says, “For who knows what is good for man while he lives the few days of his vain life, 

which he passes like a shadow? For who can tell man what will be after him under the sun?” 

(Ecclesiastes 6:12) 

The right attitude – humility before God 

If we really think about it, our lives are not like a powerboat at all, they are more like a sailboat. A 

sailboat is also a good way to get from point A to point B. I have sailed a couple of times, and when 

you get it right and catch the wind, it is exhilarating. But you can’t always go where you want to go 

when you want to go there. You can’t control the wind, you can only respond to it. It takes a high 

level of skill and observation and flexibility to sail well. 

Scott and I enjoy following the Sydney to Hobart race every year. It is a good example of the 

realities of sailing. Planning for the Sydney to Hobart has to take into consideration the weather 

forecast, the currents, and the capabilities of the boat and crew. They can’t always go in a straight 

line. At times they have to tack against the wind or take a roundabout way to get where they want to 

go. They are constantly adjusting the sails and making other alterations in order to adapt to the 

situation. When they set out for Hobart, they know where they are going, but they have no idea what 

it will take to get there and when they will arrive. They have a plan, but there are a lot of unknowns 

which they have to take into consideration as they go along. And sometimes, in spite of their best 
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efforts, they end up somewhere different to what they had planned. That’s a more realistic view of 

life, isn’t it? 

When we make plans, we need a bit of humility and acknowledge that we are not always in control. 

But James takes it further as he tells his readers what their attitude should be. They should not just 

acknowledge that they can’t control everything, they should also acknowledge that God is an active 

player in what happens. In fact, God is the key player, the one who has the real control.  

Instead, you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.” (James 4:15) 

I must say, it is encouraging to me to think that God cares enough about me and my life that He has 

a plan for me! He is not a distant God who sets things in motion and then walks away and leaves 

me to do the best I can. On the other hand, if we are to truly live as God intends us to live, we must 

hold all our plans with open hands, willing to adapt our plans to God rather than expecting Him to do 

what we want Him to do. Proverbs states it this way: Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it 

is the purpose of the LORD that will stand. (Proverbs 19:21) 

I think this process starts right at the very beginning as we are making our plans. We need to 

consciously ask Him to guide us and show us what He wants for us. If nothing else, this means that 

we make sure our plans are in line with His righteousness. As I hear James’ report of how people 

were making plans, I hear an attitude of greed and self-centredness which doesn’t care about 

anyone else. Although I believe that God desires us to flourish in our activities, I do not believe He 

will help us when our plans go against His righteousness which includes consideration of how we 

are affecting others and care for those around us. It is not to be all about us.  

Once we have made our plans under God’s guidance, we also need to acknowledge that we do not 

know everything God has in mind. Sometimes, He steps in and leads us in ways we could have 

never imagined. He might not have shown us the whole picture at the beginning because He knew 

we couldn’t handle it! On the other hand, to get where He wants us to go, we may have to tack 

against the wind, and adjust our course. It may feel like nothing is going right - but God knows what 

He is doing. His plans are good for us.  

These most famous verses from Proverbs say it well: 

Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. 

In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths. 

Be not wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD, and turn away from evil. 

It will be healing to your flesh, and refreshment to your bones. (Proverbs 3:5-8) 

The way of trust in God is good for us. We see this also in Psalm 39. After a recognition that our 

lives are fleeting and as nothing before God, that there is little value in our plans for wealth and 

greatness, the Psalmist bursts forth in a declaration of trust: “My hope is in You!” (Psalm 39:7) Our 

hope is not in our plans or successes or wealth, but in God who brings “healing to your flesh and 

refreshment to your bones” – no matter what happens to us! 

If the way of trust in God is good for us, the alternative, the way of trust in ourselves, is bad for us.  

As it is, you boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil. So whoever knows the right 

thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin. (James 4:116,17) 
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Trusting in our own plans and ability is not only unwise, it is evil, It exposes a sinful heart attitude 

towards God which reminds us of the pride and independence which destroyed Adam and Eve 

when they decided they knew better than God what was best for themselves. They turned their back 

on God’s plan for them and set out to follow their own plan. That didn’t go so well for them! 

A message of hope 

The relative affluence that we live in can smooth over the bumps of life and lull us into a sense of 

security. The last couple of years have been a reminder that this is a fragile security and even all 

the money in the world can’t bring total control over our lives. Although I am sure we have all read 

James’ words before, maybe it takes a time such as we are living in to bring them home to us. I 

know that I have found myself thinking – and sometimes saying out loud - “If the Lord wills …” as I 

make plans. Whereas it might have been just a pious platitude before, it has become almost a 

prayer now. It is a way to acknowledge that if God wills something to happen, it will do so even 

though the circumstances seem unlikely and if He doesn’t want it to happen, I don’t want it to 

happen. 

This uncertainty could cause us to despair. We don’t like it when we are not in control. But I think in 

times like these we can also find great hope. They give us opportunities to walk with God in new 

ways, to discover new things about Him. We started this service focusing on God’s lovingkindness. 

Before the Bible reading, we sang of God’s faithfulness. If this is true about the God who controls 

our lives, then we are in good hands. The God who sent His Son to save us from our sin is still at 

work in our lives, guiding us into what is best for us. Even when the seas might get choppy and the 

wind seems against us, God is still at work. 

Each week we recite the Lord’s Prayer together. We say, “Thy will be done on earth as it is in 

heaven”. Do we mean it? Can we say with all our heart, “Thy will be done in my life?”  

As we go into the new year, I thought it would be helpful to deliberately commit this year to God and 

state our trust in Him. We have no way to know how this year will go. I am sure COVID still has 

some twists and turns to throw at us. I know that many things will be different to what they have 

been before. But this I do know – God will be with us and we can trust Him with our lives. The 

prayer on the next page is a way for us to make our statement of faith. 
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WITH YOU, WE WALK 

By Dan Wilt 

Another year has turned its page, O Lord. 

We anticipate hopes realized and promises fulfilled, 
 but also sorrows unknown that may become ours to bear. 

All of this, we carry into a New Year. 

We declare at the doorway into this year,  
that our trust is not in any man or woman to fulfill us, 

nor is our trust in circumstance, 
 or a belief that the days ahead will be easy. 

We do not expect, in this New Year,  
for our every prayer to be answered in a way we would like. 

 You are in control, and we release our lives to you. 

We put our trust in this: 
 That You who have been with us through this past year,  

will be with us in this New Year. 

It is in You, Immanuel, we trust. 
 If you go ahead of us, we will go; if you go behind us, we will go. 

If you will lead us in a cloud by day,  
and if you will light the night and its shadows with Your fire,  

we will faithfully follow. 

This is our prayer:  
In all things that happen this year we ask 

 that we would be aware of Your presence, O Lord. 
In this walk that will always be by faith and not by sight, 

 let us perceive Your nearness. 

We will stumble and fall, and we will also succeed and triumph. 
 We will laugh, and we will also weep. 

But in those moments in which we cannot sense You near, 
 let us see with the eyes of faith  

the marks of Your presence all around us and beneath us,  
carrying us boldly into Your future. 

With You we walk, with confidence and trust, into this New Year. 

In Your Name we pray, living Lord Jesus, Amen. 

 

 

 


