
Our Expectations, Stress, and God’s Will 

• Turn to James 4:13-17. We’ll look at these verses in a minute. 

• A few weeks ago I spoke about how our life as a child of God in His kingdom can be 

likened to us taking our dogs for a walk on a leash.  

• When walking our precious pets, they feel like they have tremendous liberty as they 

explore the turf at the end of the leash. But, actually, our will reigns supreme.  

• Our walk with God is like that. We are making “free will” decisions all the time, but God 

is overseeing it all and leading us where He wants us to go. Solomon knew this when he 

said: 

Proverbs 16:9 - “The heart of man plans his way, but the Lord establishes his steps.” 

• We also considered Paul’s encouragement to the Philippians to “...work out your own 

salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and 

to work for his good pleasure.” (Philippians 2:13-14, ESV) 

• This morning I’d like to continue exploring this seemingly contradictory idea of us 

working out our salvation, but really it’s God who is doing the willing and the working. 

• Most of us experience some levels of stress, frustration, and anxiety as we do this 

“working out” of our Christian lives. I’d like to propose a possible explanation as to why 

this happens and a way to rest in God and enjoy the process more. 

Making Plans 

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”— 14 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. 15 Instead you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do 

this or that.” 16 As it is, you boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil. (James 

4:13-17, ESV) 

• A few weeks ago we read, together, these words from Jesus’ brother, James, and they 

seem harsh. What’s wrong with making plans?  

• James clarified in verse 15 that it’s not plan-making that is the problem. The self-

sufficient attitude that may accompany the plan-making is the problem. 

• He encouraged his audience (and, by extension, us) to submit their plans, and their 

attitudes, to God’s providence.  

• Any number of things could short-circuit what they intended on doing, and it’s 

displaying a reverent and humble attitude when they and we acknowledge that our 

futures are completely under God’s jurisdiction. 

• Listen to the Apostle Paul as he’s writing to the Corinthians about his intentions. See if 

James would commend Paul for his reverent attitude.  



• I’ll be reading from 1 Corinthians 16:3-9 where Paul is explaining how he will collect and 

handle a monetary gift the Corinthians collected for the saints in Jerusalem: 

And when I arrive (in Corinth), I will send those whom you accredit by letter to carry 

your gift to Jerusalem. 4 If it seems advisable that I should go also, they will 

accompany me. 5 I will visit you after passing through Macedonia, for I intend to pass 

through Macedonia, 6 and perhaps I will stay with you or even spend the winter, so 

that you may help me on my journey, wherever I go. 7 For I do not want to see you 

now just in passing. I hope to spend some time with you, if the Lord permits. 8 But I 

will stay in Ephesus until Pentecost, 9 for a wide door for effective work has opened to 

me, and there are many adversaries. (1 Corinthians 16:3-9, ESV) 

• Paul used a number of qualifying terms as he discussed his plans, terms like: “...if it 

seems advisable; I intend to pass through Macedonia; perhaps I will stay; wherever I go; 

I hope to spend time; if the Lord permits. 

• Also, I can discern at least 4 “wills” involved in Paul’s plans and in what might happen to 

change those plans: 

o Paul’s own will 

o The will or wills of the leaders in Corinth 

o God’s will 

o The wills of many adversaries who may oppose Paul 

• Did Paul pass James’ test? Was Paul’s attitude “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this 

or that.”? Yes, it was. Paul held all his plans with an open hand.  

• And even though there were several wills involved, it’s obvious that Paul was concerned 

that the Lord’s will was the one that really mattered.  

• How about us? Do our plans pass the James Chapter 4 test? When we get up in the 

morning, do we say in our mind or to each other “Today I'm going to go to work or to 

breakfast, then after that I’ll visit a friend, and stop by the post office on the way 

home...if the Lord wills?”  

• Even if we don’t say it out loud, is our attitude one of holding our plans with an open 

hand, knowing the Lord could cause or allow unforeseen events to completely upend 

them? And if He does, how do we respond?  

• And what about the wills of people whom we encounter during the day? Odds are their 

plans don’t always align with our will. How does this affect our attitude? 

• More on all this in a bit. First, I want to make a couple clarifications regarding God’s will. 

His will is the one that matters most, because even if other people’s wills clash with 

ours, it’s God who ultimately has allowed it. 

God’s Providential Will 

• The topic of the will of God is one that is as deep and wide as all theology itself. We 

could explore the scriptures for months, and we could read the writings of theologians 



for years and still not begin to comprehend the mind of God or why He allows the things 

he does. 

• The most important concept to understand is that God works everything according to 

the counsel of his will. In other words, if God wills it, He makes it happen. Period. This 

truth must remain as the bedrock of our understanding.  

• God is sovereign. He is in control. His will WILL be done, as we pray in the Lord’s prayer. 

• This verse in Deuteronomy 29:29 describes two aspects or facets of God’s will: 

The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things that are revealed 

belong to us and our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law. 

(Deuteronomy 29:29, ESV) 

• God has revealed aspects of His will to us in His word. That’s what it means when it says 

“The things that are revealed...” We know murder is wrong because He revealed it to us 

in His word. We know gossip is wrong because Paul and Peter speak against it in their 

epistles.  

• The Old and New Testaments are the embodiment of God’s revealed will. They are a gift 

to us from our loving, Almighty Creator. 

• But most of God’s will is secret. God’s knowledge and His purposes are infinite. Only 

Father God knows all the reasons why He does things and allows things, and only God 

knows the future. 

• It is forbidden for us to try to pry into these secrets through the occult or through 

unscriptural practices. I may talk more about knowing God’s will in a future message. 

• Once God’s predetermined will takes place and the future becomes the past, it is 

revealed as God’s providential will.  

• The definition of God’s providential will is very simple – it's everything that happens. 

History is the story of God’s providential will. That’s why we call it His Story. :) 

• Even evil acts done by the enemies of God are and always have been in accordance with 

God’s providential will.  This does not mean that God is the author of evil. But that’s 

another very deep topic for another time. 

Resisting God’s Will 

• Now, I’d like to change gears and personalize this discussion. If your eyes have started to 

glaze over, now is the time to wake up! 

• Our human, sinful tendency is to NOT have the attitude and practice of holding our 

plans with an open hand as James recommends. 

• The truth is that we act like little gods. It’s human nature. We behave as if we know our 

future.  

• We make our plans according to our wills, and we expect events to unfold exactly as we 

have determined in our minds. 

• Our expectations are the mind maps of the events we foresee in our plans. 



• When things go according to our expectations all is well. We’re happy. Because we are 

happy, it increases the odds that those around us will have a better day. 

• But, when God’s providential will kicks in and He causes or allows interruptions to our 

predetermined map of events...look out!  

• We experience stress when reality does not align with our expectations. Flat tires, 

stubbed toes, disagreements with co-workers, or major shocks like the unexpected 

death of a loved one...all these things cause us pain, frustration, and anxiety, otherwise 

known as STRESS.   

• Here’s a definition: Stress is the gap between our expectations and what actually 

happens. (repeat) 

• We can try our best to minimize the chance that our plans will be interrupted, but 

interruptions happen anyway, and it causes us stress. We simply can’t eliminate 

interruptions. 

• Here is one major take away from this message today. If you don’t remember anything 

else, remember this: 

Since we can’t eliminate interruptions, the best way to reduce stress is to reduce our 

expectations. If our expectations can hypothetically be reduced to zero, our stress will 

be reduced to near zero as well.  
 

Or, the flip side of this stress reduction coin would be to humble ourselves by 

expecting interruptions. Welcome interruptions, cheerfully, as gifts from a sovereign, 

loving God.  

• Is this scriptural? Let me recite a few Bible verses from God’s revealed will: 

In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the 

purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will...(Ephesians 

1:11, ESV) 

And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those 

who are called according to his purpose. (Romans 8:28, ESV) 

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know 

that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its 

full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. (James 1:2-4, 

ESV) 

Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for “God opposes the 

proud but gives grace to the humble.”6 Humble yourselves, therefore, under the 

mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, 7 casting all your 

anxieties on him, because he cares for you. (1 Peter 5:5b-6, ESV) 



Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice. 5 Let your reasonableness be known 

to everyone. The Lord is at hand; (in other words, He hasn’t left the building!) 6 do not 

be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which 

surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

(Philippians 4:4-7, ESV) 

And the best example in scripture is Jesus’ prayer when He was facing the horrors of the 

cross: ...he fell on his face and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup 

pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” (Matthew 26:39, ESV) Jesus 

was facing more stress at that moment than any of us will ever face in our lifetimes. His 

resignation didn’t make His stress go away, but how much worse would it have been 

had he resisted? The best definition of humility from a Christian point-of-view is “Not 

my will, but Thy will be done.” 

The People Factor 

• Because we are called by our Lord to love one another, it is especially important that we 

apply the rule about reducing expectations to our loved ones, our friends, and our co-

workers. 

• People who are stressed out and who are “stress-inducers" themselves are those who 

come into every situation applying their expectations, their standards, on others. If 

those others resist, then the stress is doubled. 

• How would our relationships be transformed if we could minimize the expectations we 

put on others to near zero? 

• Two examples: 

o Our friends “Bill and Mary.” She has been diagnosed with a slow-developing 

form of dementia. It causes her physical weakness, and it causes her to be 

anxious, to see hallucinations, and to reason erratically. The doctors have said 

that it’s beneficial to interact with others to slow the progress of the disease. 

Donna and I get with Bill and Mary regularly, usually once a week. When we do, 

we have no expectations toward Mary. We enjoy her just as she is, and it’s 

wonderful for Mary, for Bill, and for us. Mary is as real as it gets, and she’s 

almost unfiltered in what she says. We just go with it and we laugh with them, 

cry with them, and just live life together. There are no pretenses and no hurt 

feelings. Our time with them is the high point of our week. 

o Ohio State Buckeyes – fans expect victories. When the Buckeyes lose, it causes 

the faithful a lot of frustration and stress. Think of the hyper-dedicated fans you 

know and how miserable they are when the Buckeyes lose! Wouldn’t it be nice 

just to enjoy the games with no expectations for dominance? And is it really 

helpful or necessary to “hate” Michigan? 



• The scriptural confirmations of this “low expectation toward others” approach are 

numerous. Here are a few: 

Let no one seek his own good, but the good of his neighbor. (1 Corinthians 10:24, ESV) 

Love is very patient and kind, never jealous or envious, never boastful or proud, 5 

never haughty or selfish or rude. Love does not demand its own way. It is not irritable 

or touchy. It does not hold grudges and will hardly even notice when others do it 

wrong. (1 Corinthians 13:4-5, TLB) 

Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, 

humility, meekness, and patience, 13 bearing with one another and, if one has a 

complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you 

also must forgive. (Colossians 3:12-13, ESV) If we are told to “put on” these things, it’s 

obviously a choice. 

Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of sins. (1 

Peter 4:8, ESV) 

Objections 

• A number of years ago I shared this idea about reducing expectations to zero at a 

teacher staff development meeting. 

• During lunch break a teacher pulled me aside and said “Mark, I’m so disappointed in 

you. How can you say that we shouldn’t have high expectations of our students?” 

• I explained that, when we are responsible for others, of course we need to challenge 

them and call them to a higher level.  

• This admonition is not about shirking responsibilities. It’s about learning to live with the 

fact that things will never always go the way we have planned.  

• Challenging those under our charge to do better, to follow rules, and/or to not give up 

in the face of adversity is part of our responsibility as leaders.  

• But this is not the same as expecting them to never fall short. This is an unrealistic 

expectation, and we should greatly reduce that expectation or we will cause ourselves 

and others a lot of unnecessary stress. 

To Summarize... 

• When we get stressed, we are resisting the will of God because He has allowed the 

things that are causing us stress. 

• When we grumble and curse, we are expressing our anger at God. It’s a cop out to say 

we are angry at “circumstances.” Instead, we need to repent for our pride and “humble 

ourselves under the mighty hand of God.” (1 Peter 5:6) 



• When we get angry at others for not aligning with our will, we are trying to manipulate 

them into doing it our way. Instead, Scripture admonishes us to “put on humility, 

kindness, meekness, and patience.” (Colossians 3:12) 

• Remember, stress is the gap between our expectations and reality. To reduce stress, 

reduce expectations. 

• Listen to Psalm 131, one of the shortest Pslams in the Bible: 

LORD, my heart is not proud; my eyes are not haughty. I don’t concern myself with 

matters too great or too awesome for me to grasp. 2 Instead, I have calmed and 

quieted myself, like a weaned child who no longer cries for its mother’s milk. Yes, like 

a weaned child is my soul within me. 3 O Israel, put your hope in the LORD— now and 

always. (Psalm 131, NLT) 

• Close with prayer... 

Other Resources: 

• This article by Joe Rigney about our “felt reality” parallels the ideas presented in this 

sermon: 

https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/submit-your-felt-reality-to-god 

• In this article Tim Challies draws this conclusion: “It is right and good to expect much 

from our churches, our marriages, our children, our pastors, and ourselves. But so much 

of our discontentment in life comes through expecting too much, through setting our 

expectations far too high.” 

https://www.challies.com/articles/the-five-things-you-want-your-church-to-be/ 

• Gary Smalley’s 4 recommendations for reducing stress (from The DNA of Relationships): 

1. I start off my day by reducing all my earthly expectations to as close to zero as I 

can get. I no longer expect life to unfold according to my will, my timeline, and 

my desires. Whether it be traffic, income, ministry plans, the behavior of others, 

or anything else, I want all of my expectations to be in line with God’s 

expectations and His timetable. I want to wait on God for everything. 

2. I receive everything that happens to me as filtered by God. If God chooses, He 

can block any bad experience from reaching me. If He allows it to hit me, I will 

receive it as something He allowed to pass through His filter. And what’s okay 

with God is okay with me! 

3. Every upsetting experience is an opportunity to worship God. When I face a 

frustrating experience, I ask, “How is this thing good for me, and how is it 

bringing me closer to Christ, making me more loving and more like Him?” 

4. I rest in God, listen quietly, and ask Him what he’s telling me to do. I ask God to 

reveal His will for me, and then I ask others if they can confirm for me what I 

thought I heard  

https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/submit-your-felt-reality-to-god
https://www.challies.com/articles/the-five-things-you-want-your-church-to-be/

