James 4:13-17"
Authentic Faith: Looking Above and Moving Forward

Introduction

ILLUSTRATION: Solomon was commonly called the wisest king of
Israel. God appeared to him in a dream and said, “Ask for whatever
you want me to give you” (1 Kings 3:5). Solomon asked for wisdom to
rule the nation.

With his God-given wisdom, the future looked bright for Solomon and
the nation. Indeed, Israel prospered for a time under Solomon'’s rule.

But then, Solomon had too many and too much over the years. His
horses, chariots and foreign wives strayed him away from God. His
God-given wisdom was still there, but he lost his desire to trust God
and his child-like dependence on Him.

The future had looked bright for both Solomon and Israel at the start.
But the king ended badly because in spite of all his godly wisdom and
knowledge of God, he used very little of these in his later years. In fact,
he introduced idol worship into Israel. He allowed the worship of
Yahweh (the true God) AND that of idols side by side in Israel. In later
times, the people of Israel totally turned away from their God and
worshipped the idols instead.

In time to come, God punished the people of Israel by using the
Babylonians to conquer them and send them to exile away from their
home land. Solomon, the wisest king of Israel, started well but finished
badly.

Every New Year challenges us to make new plans. Our plans often reflect
new hopes and new emphases. Whatever our plans may be, there is always
one common aspiration—i.e. we want our plans to succeed. In other words,
we want to start well and finish well.

Some young people among us may be taking a major exam end of this
year. You want to prepare well for it so that you can end up with good
results. You don'’t say, “lI have been passing with flying colours from
primary school to secondary school. | am tired of getting good results. |
now want to fail in Junior College so that | can be balanced in life’s
experiences—knowing both success and failure.”

Some adults among us may be looking at a promotion this year. You
want to give it your best shot. You don't say, “I have been promoted
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four times over the past two years. | want to do something different this
year—I want to slow down and give others a chance.”

What | am trying to stress is that when we make plans, we plan to start well
and finish well. We plan to succeed, not to fail. There is nothing wrong with
that. But the question is—“What must we factor in if we plan to succeed?”

In our text today, James points out two important emphases we need to factor
into whatever plans we are making.

I. Plan to love people and use things (vv. 13-14).

James must have heard people arrogantly making their plans all the time
without reference to God. This has caused him concern. He has heard people
said:

Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there,
carry on business and make money (v. 13).

The one who has said these words is very professional and not necessarily
unethical. In fact, this person plans ahead. He is self-confident, goal-oriented
and profit-motivated. Most bosses would like to have him working for them.

This person and others like him are all ready with their plans. Perhaps, they
are merchants who have loaded their camels with merchandise, and all ready
to go into some large city of that day (Damascus, Antioch or Alexandria) to
trade their goods. They are shrewd businessmen who had everything figured
out very carefully. They have all the plans and the contacts. There is nothing
that can stop them from making good money. In fact, they can foresee that
business will be so good that they have already made plans to stay in the city
where they are going for a year. Profit is sure and failure is totally excluded.

However, James says that they still have not planned well. He warns that
human life is both brief and uncertain:

You do not even know what will happen tomorrow. You are a mist that
appears for a little while and then vanishes (v. 14).

We will be wasting our brief and uncertain life span on earth if we only plan in
terms of tomorrow’s gain, but not in terms of eternity. This mindset is still very
much alive today. Whenever our planning is limited only to things, we are still
planning for the here and now no matter how far we project these plans into
the future—5 years, 10 years, 15 years, or 20 years. We are still planning to
live for the here and now, not for our eternal destiny. What is our eternal
destiny? It is what happens to us for eternity when we leave this earth.
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When God created the first human beings, He desired that they would live in
sweet fellowship with Him and with each another. Indeed, God desires human
beings for relationships with Him and with one another.

In Genesis 2, we read of the tree of life in Eden. After the Fall, human beings
were banished from Eden and we heard no more of the tree of life ... until the
last book of the Bible in Revelation 22. There, the tree of life reappears and is
mentioned again. It is a return to Eden. It is a return to life. It is not life of the
material kind, but life that is of the relational kind—life that is in strong
relationships with God, with His angels, and with His people through all of
time.

That's our eternal destiny as God’s children—to move towards and enter this
reality of eternal relationships with God and His created beings, including
God’s people through all of time.

Of course, this does not mean things in themselves are bad. But we need the
right attitude—plan to love people and use things, not love things and use
people.

Yes, as God blesses us, we can enjoy things, BUT only as a foretaste of
something better to come. We don’'t need to empty ourselves of things, but as
we enjoy them, we need to employ these blessings to serve God and others
here on earth. Our things must bring us to a higher level of awareness and
action—to grieve and care for the less fortunate around us. It is not to
renounce things, but to release things for others’ sake. We are blessed by
God with things to be a blessing to others.

ILLUSTRATION: Kay Poe and Esther Kim have been best friends
since they were seven years old. They both compete at the highest
levels in their chosen sport—Tae Kwon Do. Both had advanced to the
finals at the 2000 U.S. Olympic Team Trials.

Kay says this about Esther, “We've grown up together, and we always
push each other and help each other out the best we can in training.”

The media were all ready to report the outcome of such an intense
competition between two girls who have been close for so long. But a
sports story would soon be overshadowed by a far more important
friendship story.

Kay had dislocated her left kneecap in her semi-final match. Though
ranked number one in the world, it was doubtful that she could
compete against her best friend. She could barely stand, so it was a
foregone conclusion that Esther would win, travel to the 2000 Olympic
Games in Sydney, and represent the United States.

On the day of the final, Esther Kim shocked the crowd by forfeiting
rather than defeat her friend in an unfair competition. In allowing the
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better fighter to represent the United States in Sydney, she won a
personal battle over ego and selfishness.

It is not all about winning medals and matches. Esther showed what it
means to win a friend by losing a fight.

“Even though | didn’t have the gold medal around me,” said Esther, “for
the first time in my life, | felt like a real champion.” Her generosity of
spirit was honoured, and she earned herself an all-expenses-paid trip
to the 2000 Olympic Games from the International Olympic Committee.

(http://www.sermonillustrator.org/illustrator/sermon2/another_way to w
in.htm)

People are more important than things. In our compare-and-compete world,
we all need to learn more about using things without losing love for people.

The church needs this reminder too—i.e. to love people and use programmes,
not love programmes and use people.

¢ When we plan to attend all the Bible studies that the church has to offer
but do not apply what we learn to make a difference in one another, we
love programmes and not people.

e When we plan to invite people to all the seekers’ services but do not
live a life of forgiveness, we love programmes and not people.

e When we plan to give much to the church financially but do not deal
with our business contacts with due integrity, we love programmes and
not people.

e When we enjoy singing only the traditional hymns in worship, but refuse
a place for contemporary choruses that inspire others, we love
programmes more than people.

¢ In the same way, when we enjoy only the contemporary choruses in
worship but have no ears for traditional hymns that edify others, we
love programmes more than people.

James warns us that life is brief and uncertain. Hence, we are to take full
advantage of today’s opportunities to do what we plan to do.

When you talk with one another, don’t always ask:

e “How are you?” (expected answer: “Okay” or “Busy”)
We plan to grow deeper in our Body life as a church. Such a question and
answer will never encourage deeper Body life even after 30 years. In fact, if
you keep doing that, you may well end up with no Body life. You don’t deepen

Body life with social club talk. Rather, you deepen Body life with Body life talk.

So, learn to move on to ask one another:
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e “What's God doing in your life these days?”
“What lessons is God teaching you in all this?”

Body life talk allows us to walk together in our faith journey by using our lives
to touch one another as we learn from God. But to encourage one another
with Body life talk, we need courage—courage to first lay aside our own
pretence, and share our own joys and sorrows; courage to be real before
others so that they may trust us enough to be real before us.

ILLUSTRATION: A pastor was asked to minister to a death row convict.
On the day of execution, the pastor walked with the condemned man to
the chamber where he would be executed.

What would he say to this man at such a time? The pastor struggled
within himself as to how he could encourage the condemned man
when he was strapped onto the electric chair. “Good bye” does not
seem appropriate. So is “See you later.” “Have a happy journey” is
definitely out of the question.

But just when the electric chair was to be switched on, the pastor
blurted out, “God loves you with His power! More power to you now!”

Body life talk to encourage and build up is not easy—it does not come
naturally, not even to pastors. But we must keep doing and practicing it so
that we can learn to say the right thing at the right time in the right way and
with the right attitude.

We plan to grow deeper in Body life. How? First, learn to love people with the
things (resources or experiences) we have been blessed.

James points out another important emphasis we need to factor into whatever
plans we are making.

[I. Plan to follow God’s will and not force through one’s way (vv. 15-17).
James teaches us to say:

If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that (v. 15).
God wants us to know and walk in His will. Thus, we are to ensure that God is
in our plans. To wait on God’s will is not a license to sit back and do nothing.
There are times when we need to take the initiative to act in order to be in

God'’s will.

We need to seek God’s will as we make our plans. His desires should be our
desires. It is crucial that we believe God can do something when we seek His

©2020 John Yuen Ministry
You are permitted to use this sermon or article for free. If you choose to publish excerpts from
it, please provide link or attribution back to the version on johnyuen.org.



will. It is also just as crucial that we put ourselves in submission to His will to
do or not to do something.

We are not to use the phrase “if the Lord wills” as some kind of magic words
to make God do our bidding. Rather, this phrase is to reflect our right
perspective of God. He is the one before whom we are to humble ourselves
because He is sovereign and in control. He holds everything together, and we
are to plan in submission to His will. That's what it means to say “if the Lord
wills”.

“If the Lord wills” is a faith statement. It is not just a glib, pious wish that things
might work out well. It is a word of assurance that we are submitting to
something much higher and bigger than ourselves—i.e. God and His wisdom.
So, the “if” is not one of doubt or fear. Rather, it is the “if” of confidence in God
who works out what is best for us in His wisdom.

Not to say “if the Lord wills” is godless boasting because it indicates an inner
attitude that wants to be independent of God (vv. 16-17). James says:

You boast and brag. All such boasting is evil (v. 16).

The word “brag” literally means “do the work of a wanderer”. It describes a
guack doctor who moves from place to place, boasting about his cure-all skills
and products. He would sell them in the streets and slip out of town under the
cover of darkness lest he be caught for his quackery. Using such a wanderer
as an example, James is telling us that a person who leaves God out of his
life and plans is full of empty boasting.

With this example in mind, James goes on to say:

Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it,
sins (v. 17).

James is pointing to us a sin of omission here—something we know we ought
to do, but fail to do. Doing wrong is sin, but not doing right is also sin.

The right thing has much to do with starting off with the right question—not
“how can | succeed in this plan?” but “will God be pleased with this plan even
if 1 do succeed in it?”

ILLUSTRATION: | remember a time when | was still doing National
Service in the army. We were required to run a long distance in full
combat dress (rifle, haversack, helmet, etc). Towards the end, we were
to run into the obstacle course and clear all the obstacles there (high
wall, Jacob’s ladder, swinging bridge, etc). Then we were to run into
the shooting range, load our rifle, and fire five rounds into our assigned
target in rapid time.
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| remember | was already very tired when | made my way into the
range. However, | tried to aim as best as | could at the target and fired
all my five rounds.

When the command was given for us to run forward and check our
targets, | ran to what | thought was my target. | counted the number of
holes and there were 10! | fired five rounds and there were 10 holes!

Then this other person who stood beside me asked, “Why are you
looking at my target? | am target 4 and you are target 5.”

| counted and indeed | was looking at target 4. So | moved to target 5
and counted the holes. There were no holes to count.

You know what happened? The other person hit all five rounds into his
target. | also hit my five rounds into the target. The unfortunate thing is
that it was not my target, but the other person’s target. That's why he
had 10 holes in his target and | had none in mine.

Yes, | had all five rounds in the target, but it was the wrong target. | had
completely missed the mark set for me even though | had all five shots
in.

Similarly, when we leave out God and His will in what we plan to do, we may
have fully implemented and realized our plan, yet be totally off the mark God
has set for us. And James calls it “sin"—missing the mark set by God. In
realizing completely what we plan to do, we end up completely out of what
God wants us to do.

Some people stick so rigidly to what they may have already planned that they
refused to alter their plans come what may. But Paul, for example, did not
share this rigidity. He had his plans when he set out on his missionary
journeys—where to go and what to do. But although he planned (and planned
well), Paul was sensitive to the Lord overriding what he had planned. When
the Holy Spirit prevented him from going to other parts of Asia as he had
planned, he followed the Lord’'s leading, changed his plans and moved into
Macedonia (Acts 16:6-10).

The Lord is not against us planning and setting goals. He is against the rigid
arrogance of sticking to these goals and plans without submission to His will.
Hence, we plan not with rigidity towards God’'s leading, but with
responsiveness towards His leading, even if it means changing our original
plans. Taking God into out plans will keep us from thinking that our plans are
ever final.

What does this mean for us in relation to deeper Body life? At least one
important thing—follow God'’s will for His people and not force one’s way on
them. In other words, don’t prevent what's best in God'’s sight for others just to
protect what's good in my eyes for me.
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We all want our plans to be successful. But we are not to be so sure that we
make rigid plans, and are unwilling to change no matter what. Deeper Body
life calls for us to do God's will for the bigger Body even if it means denying
our preferred way for a time. We must not hurt the bigger Body by refusing to
change even when proven wrong because we want to stubbornly save our
own respectability.

Conclusion
As we make plans in life, let’'s seek the Lord to help us:

e Love people and use things, and not love things and use people.
e Follow God's will for the bigger good, and not force through our own
way for personal gains.

When Moses led the people of Israel into the desert, God used a pillar of
cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night to guide them in His way for them to

go.

This is also what He wants us to do as His church today—to look above to
Him and move forward with Him in all that we plan to do as His people.
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