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5] INTRODUCTION

Have you run into a situation where you believe you are absolutely right, but it turns out that
you are completely wrong? A woman was waiting at the airport for her flight. She went to a
bookstore and bought a book and a bag of cookies. Then she sat down and started reading.
Moments later she noticed something odd. The man sitting next to her grabbed a cookie from
the bag between the two of them. She remained calm because she did not want to make a
scene. She thought to herself: “I will give him a mouthful if I’'m not a nice person!” As time
went on, they took turn picking one cookie each time until the last one. She wondered what
the man would do. She turned to him, and he squeezed out a nervous smile. He broke the
final cookie into two and handed one-half to the lady. She tried to find the right words to say.
Just then, the boarding call was announced. She gathered her belonging and headed to the
gate, feeling all the heat inside. After settling in her seat, she looked for her book in the
purse. Then she gasped with surprise. Her cookies were still there, unopened. She was the
real cookie thief! The lesson of the story is not to put all the trust on yourself. In the passage
today, James describes people like that. He is speaking to some hypothetical businessmen.
They plan to go to another place and settle for a year to buy and sell. Traveling traders like
that were common in those days. They went to different places to do business. They might
sell their products in the marketplace. They might also exchange their stuff for something
else. Perhaps olive oil for exotic spices, or sheep’s wool for fine fabric. Successful
businessmen plan things ahead of time. They know where their things will be sold for higher
prices. They have a good sense of the values of the items they are looking for. What James
condemns is not their actions but their attitudes. Those merchants had a problem of
presumption. They thought they had everything in control. But as James is about to teach us,
the wisest plan is to include God in it.

f#fE EXPLANATION
1. FiZRAHEE Uncertainty of Future

There are two factors those businessmen failed to consider. First, it is the uncertainty of
future. They set their schedule for the next day and onward. They felt that everything would
go smoothly. However, James challenges them in verse 14: Yet you do not know what
tomorrow will bring... Future uncertainties will throw their plans off the track. Variables like
health condition, weather, others’ reliability and political stability are beyond their control.
Do not get it wrong! God encourages us to plan for the future. For example, Proverbs 21:5
reminds us: The plans of the diligent lead surely to abundance, but everyone who is hasty
comes only to poverty. Those who do not plan ahead of time may become poor down the
road. We make plans for the very reason that we have no idea what tomorrow may hold.
Conventional wisdom tells us to hope for the best and plan for the worst. The recent natural
disasters are good reminders that the future is uncertain. Series of wild-fires consumed small
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houses and multi-million mansions in California. Some people in the mid-south were hard hit
by floods and even tornadoes. Then there were earthquakes in Myanmar and Thailand.
Highrise buildings toppled like Lego toys. Many places in the U.S. face seasonal winter
storms or hurricanes. Accidents may pop up when people are least prepared. That is how
property insurance protects us from loss. No one plans to fail. They just fail to plan. We are
good stewards of the resources God entrusts us if we plan wisely to minimize risks. For
example, some people like to do budgeting. They keep track of their income and expenses so
that they will not use the money they do not have for non-essential items. We should save up
extra money for future use and rainy days too. Perhaps you plan to buy a house or your kid
will go to college soon. Moreover, eventually, your car, your house and your health may
break down. It is never too early to teach your kids about saving money. I always tell my two
boys that many things in life, good or bad, are cumulative. A few years back, I took them to
the bank and opened their own accounts. I felt bad that the lady had to count all the coins in
their piggy banks by hand because the bank got rid of the counting machine. Since then, I set
up a monthly automatic transfer to their accounts. My younger son earns money by working
part-time. Later, I helped him open two CDs. He is now a multi-thousand-naire! I told him
that the money will be for his future car. My older son even buys stocks for long-term
investment. He may be wealthier than me by the time he finishes school! Besides money and
properties, another important asset to protect is our health. After all, we cannot work or enjoy
the fruits of our labor without good health. Some people buy life insurance, especially when
their kids are still young. Doing so does not mean they have little faith in God. They take
steps to give their family a peace of mind. That is an optional choice compared to health,
home and auto insurance policies. Unfortunately, insurance is something you need but you
do not want to use. But as the saying goes, prevention is better than cure. Even when you
have the best insurance plans, you need to take certain precautions. For instance, you should
maintain a balanced diet and exercise often. You should keep up your house and car in good
conditions too. God gives us wisdom and resources to lower risks and to live a stable life.

2. Ay E5GET Brevity of Life

Besides the uncertainty of life, those unwise businessmen also overlooked the brevity of life.
Among all the unknowns in life is our longevity. We expect to have a happy, healthy and
lengthy life. But we simply cannot predict how many years we will spend in the world. In
verse 14, James describes our life is like “a mist that appears for a little time and then
vanishes.” Picture a morning fog in your mind. It is all hazy and unclear. Those water vapors
will soon disappear when the sun comes up. Our life is very brief too. I wish everyone of you
will live past 100. But no one can guarantee that. Remember the parable Jesus once told
about a foolish landlord? He was very happy to have a huge harvest, so much so that he ran
out of space to store his grains. He knew what he should do. He would knock down his barns
and build bigger ones. When he looked at his storage, he was like staring at the zeros in a
bank statement. He could not help but giggle in his heart that he had more than enough to
chill for years. Just when he was thinking about that, there was a voice from heaven. Luke
12:20 records: “But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and the
things you have prepared, whose will they be?’” What is the lesson of the story? Jesus told



His audience that those who want to get rich in this life but ignore their relationship with
God are simply dumb. One must receive Jesus before it is too late! God can give us an
abundant life. It is not measured by the scale of the world. Only God can bring us true
fulfillment. There are too many unwise people like that foolish farmer in any culture. Satan
knows how to lure us with things we can see, things we can hold in our hands and things that
we can brag about. We enjoy the feeling of ownership. Many years ago, a sporting goods
company had a slogan: Life is short, play hard! Jesus cautions us not to fall into the devil’s
trap in Matthew 16:26 — “For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and
forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his soul?”” A lot of people spend their
life to earn money, thinking that they can buy back life with money later. Sadly, once the
opportunities are gone, they will be gone forever. Things that God sees as truly valuable are
money cannot buy and thieves cannot steal. They will never deteriorate or depreciate either.
God sees our relationship with Him and our relationship with each other more important than
money and stuff. Nothing Walmart or Amazon sells can give us true and long-lasting
enjoyment. Those products will eventually break down or become outdated. God created us
to be relational beings. Our deepest needs are to love and to be loved. Very often, what you
give will make you happier than what you grab. Many people are in need. You can be a
channel of grace. Offer others assistance, pray for them or say some encouraging words.
Doing so may not even cost you a penny! But it will shift the focus from yourself to God and
to others. Since life is brief, we must set our priorities right. We must also seize the
opportunities and take timely actions. That applies to getting further education, dating and
marriage, etc. [ always counsel young couples that there is no perfect timing to have kids. It
may be too late when you finally think that you are ready. For those who have kids, it is
never too early to bring them to the Lord. That is the most important task God has entrusted
to parents. No Sunday school teacher can replace your role. Kids are simple-minded when
they are small. Do not wait till they grow up and their minds are flooded with anti-Biblical
ideas from computer games, social media, music and movies. Spend time with them, share
the gospel with them and let Jesus save their souls from this wicked world.

3. FEF B % Security in the Lord

We understand the uncertainty and brevity of life. So far everything seems negative. Here is
the good news: we can find security in the Lord. We can and should make plans. However,
we depend on God to open the right door at the right time. The author advises us in verse 15:
Instead you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.” If God allows,
then we will continue to exist. Moreover, He will give us the abilities to follow through our
plans. Jesus has the final say on everything if we claim that He is our Lord. Security in Him
will take away our anxieties. We know that He has everything in control. With that in mind,
we willingly submit to Him even when His plans contradict our preferences. In Acts 10, God
gave Peter a special message to take away his prejudice. Peter saw a vision in which a cloth
dropped down from the sky. There were various unclean animals when it opened up. Then a
voice told the apostle to eat them. Peter replied that he could not, since those were unclean
food. The voice responded that Peter should not call things that God had purified as unclean.
When Peter was wondering the meaning of the vision, a servant from a Roman general



named Cornelius knocked on the door. He asked Peter to go with him and meet with his boss.
Subsequently, Peter led Cornelius, his family members and some friends to the Lord. Peter
finally understood that God was telling him not to have bias over the Gentiles. The gospel is
for every person. On his return, Peter shared his experience with some Jewish church leaders.
We see their reaction in Acts 11:18 — When they heard these things they fell silent. And

they glorified God, saying, “Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads
to life.” They were encouraged that God intended to save the Gentiles too. Thank God that
Peter obeyed God. Otherwise, Gentiles had to wait longer before they could hear the gospel.
Sometimes, God can use dramatic ways to open our eyes. Following His guidance is a life-
long lesson of obedience. When we ask God, He will increase our faith. We need to keep in
mind that we are limited in every way. We can only see the options right in front of us. But
God is not restricted by time and space. We only care about our own agenda and the affairs
of our family. But God has the whole world in His plans. God’s assurance is the best
insurance. James asks us to think of “if the Lord wills” as we make plans. When translated to
Latin, the phrase becomes “deo volente.” The two words simply mean God willing. Even
some modern Christians use the abbreviation DV to remind themselves of this principle.
Letting go of our control is a difficult lesson. We hope that everything will go smoothly as
planned. To submit to God does not mean that we passively react to things that happen to us.
It means that we are always sensitive to God’s guidance and are ready to make adjustments.
He actually gives us a lot of freedom to make choices. Think about it this way. Little children
may complain that that are contained by four walls in the house. But those restraints are for
their safety. They are allowed to move from room to room. They can grumble that parents do
not let them touch a hot stove, play with knives or start a campfire in the living room. Those
activities are not appropriate for their ages. They can even cause harm to them. Kids should
obey their parents, trusting that they have their best interests in mind. Similarly, we need to
rely on God, because He loves us and He knows our needs more than we do. We do not
harbor resentment when things do not go our way. We can feel sad without getting mad at
God when we hit a road-block. Perhaps He is pointing us to a different direction. Just hang
on, listen to Him and follow suit.

455w CONCLUSION

The wisest plan is to include God in it. His heart is pleased when we seek after His glory
more than our personal gain. A college student named Robert came across a poem written by
a teenage girl by accident. She was looking for her future husband. The poem was actually a
prayer. I modified the wordings to make it easier to understand. She says: “Dear God, I pray
with boldness like other girls do. I do not want a handsome man. Make him to be like You. I
do not need a big, tall and strong guy. He does not have to be smart or wealthy either. Just let
his head always look up to You. Let his vision be clear of You. Make his shoulders straight,
whatever He may face in life. Put character on his face, and strength in his soul. Let his
whole life show a single goal. When this man comes, and I will know that he is the one I
prayed for.” That girl’s name was Ruth Bell, and she later met and married Billy Graham.
She had a profound impact on Pastor Graham by faithfully supported his ministries. She
knew that God’s plan was the best plan. It proved to be true.
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