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How Does God’s Providence Work in Our Lives? 

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

God is watching over me. God’s got this. The Lord will take care of it. These are all 

expressions of faith in God’s overruling care for us. While this kind of faith is 

something we should all strive for, the question remains: what makes these 

statements true? Just because I say, God will take care of it, does that mean it is 

absolutely going to happen? Are there things that I personally need to have in 

place for God’s providence to be a reality, or does saying this with conviction 

qualify as having enough faith? Is there a difference between our believing in 

God’s attentive care and His actual giving of His attentive care? 

Over the last few weeks, I was gathering scriptures and putting together the 

outline for this episode. We were traveling to Orlando for a Bible conference and 

had a layover in Atlanta. We got on the second plane, but while waiting on the  

runway, a massive storm came through. Although the plane was a big 757, it was 

shaking in the wind, and the hail was pounding against it. We sat for a while, and 

then all the planes were called back to the gates to check for damage. We waited at 

the gate until everyone was ordered off the plane, and we were told not to go too 

far as they would call us. Eventually, they cancelled the flight. We were supposed 

to arrive in Orlando on Friday night, but there were lines 14 miles long at the 

information desks, with everyone wanting to know what would happen next. We 

also had to figure out where our luggage was and how we were going to get it!  In 

the end, we had to spend the night in Atlanta.  

Knowing we would miss the beginning of the conference, which started on 

Saturday morning, I was NOT a happy camper. I kept thinking, “I’m supposed to 

be there; I'm one of the speakers.” All this waiting made me increasingly agitated. 

There were delays after delays, then finding a place to stay overnight, and then 

getting back to the airport in the morning. 

That next morning, our flight was delayed by another hour. I felt like pulling out 

my hair! Clearly, I realized I wasn't as Christian as I should have been.  

I was seething, thinking, “I’m supposed to be at this convention.” So, finally, I 

stopped, opened my computer and began working on this outline about God’s 

providence. As I sat there, I knew there was a lesson for me to learn. I began 

working on the topic of God’s providence while prayerfully asking, “Lord, please 

show me, because I cannot find it on my own.” As I did, the scriptures fell into 

place, and the outline began to come together. 

This will be a simple, scriptural approach. I needed the frustration to back away 

and allow God’s providence to take over. That is what put this outline together! 
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A working definition for God’s providence: God’s providence is His holy and wise 

supervision of all things—allowing human freedom, overruling events and guiding history 

toward His righteous purposes without ever being the author of sin. Providence is never 

random or contradictory to His character. God doesn’t tempt, manipulate or plant evil in 

anyone’s heart.  

To begin, let’s review the obvious, powerful and attentive care God gave to Israel after 

releasing them from their captivity in Egypt.  

After 40 years of wandering, here are His instructions to them: 
Deuteronomy 8:2-6: 2 You shall remember all the way which the LORD your God has led 
you in the wilderness these forty years, that He might humble you, testing you, to know what 
was in your heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not.  

God’s providence could not be accomplished without His people doing their part! 

For 40 years, God allowed this to happen to know what was in your heart. They had to 

continually look to Him, continually focus on Him, continually look up. God wanted to be 

sure! Did it take God 40 years to be sure? Yes! 

Let’s look at what happened during this period of time, because they would see in  

hindsight what He had done for them.  

They were fed physically and spiritually: 
3 He humbled you and let you be hungry, and fed you with manna which you did not know, 
nor did your fathers know, that He might make you understand that man does not live by 
bread alone, but man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD.  

He let you be hungry—He let them go hungry for a higher purpose—that’s an important 

part of this. 

God was saying, I let this happen so you would understand that you are to live on every word 

that proceeds from Me, and not live only for your physical convenience and comfort. 

They needed to comprehend God’s sustaining power towards those who 

follow Him!  

Understanding God’s sustaining power is one of the key factors in understanding God’s 

providence. He provided their food where they couldn’t, and it was a difficult experience. 

They had to rely on the Lord to supply enough manna for each day; enough for two days 

on the day before the Sabbath.  

God provided, and they began to trust that God would take care of them. This was a 

tremendous lesson for them to learn to trust God’s sustaining power. 
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They were clothed and kept healthy for their journey to completely accomplish the 
task at hand: 
4 Your clothing did not wear out on you, nor did your foot swell these forty years.  

This was a quiet miracle, not dramatic and obvious like the parting of the Red Sea. The 

people didn’t wake up every morning saying, “Wow, my clothes still look brand new! Look 

at these shoes!” They were too busy surviving in the wilderness. But looking back, they 

realized God was sustaining them in ways they didn’t think to ask for.   

For all that time in the wilderness, they had no way to manufacture anything new—they 

were constantly on the move. Yet here they are, sustained and clearly in the right place, 

covered the way they were supposed to be. Their feet could handle all that walking 

without swelling or blistering.  

They needed to witness God’s healing and strengthening power 

towards those who follow Him! 

They were to know that their only and ultimate loyalty was to their God: 
5 Thus you are to know in your heart that the LORD your God was disciplining you just as a 
man disciplines his son. 6 Therefore, you shall keep the commandments of the LORD your 
God, to walk in His ways and to fear Him. 

God was telling them, This is how much I care for you, as a father cares for his son. God 

expected them to keep the commandments of the LORD your God, and walk in His ways. 

They seemed to be aimlessly wandering for 40 years, but they were actually walking in His 

ways and following God’s providence for them. 

They needed to learn and accept that the focus of their lives was to be on God and God 

only!  

When we look at these three pieces of their experience, we want to look at it through the 

eyes of preparing for the prospect and power of God's providence in our lives. 
 

For Israel as a nation to benefit from God’s overwhelming providence, 

they needed to realize that it would come to them in His time and in His 

way. They needed to accept that the cost of receiving that care was a 

focused and vibrant faith in His promises and His character. 

It’s no accident that Israel’s experience is recorded for us as a baseline for understanding 

how God’s providence actually works. Let’s take that baseline and move forward. We will 

look at Jesus before his ministry. 

Jesus was born under the Jewish Law and therefore in line for God’s providence because 

God had been dealing directly with the nation of Israel.  
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Even as a child of 12 years old, Jesus had a clear sense of his life’s priorities: 
Luke 2:48-51: 48 When they saw him, they were astonished; and his mother said to him, Son, 
why have you treated us this way? Behold, Your father and I have been anxiously looking for 
you. 49 And he said to them, Why is it that you were looking for me? Did you not know that I 
had to be in my Father's house? 50 But they did not understand the statement which he had 
made to them. 51 And he went down with them and came to Nazareth, and he continued in 
subjection to them; and his mother treasured all these things in her heart. 

As a child, he knew that his highest obligation was to his heavenly Father. He was 

obviously looking for understanding and guidance to be able to do what he was supposed 

to do. 

At 12 years old, he’s looking, he’s searching. He understands the will of his Father in 

heaven is the most important thing. To desire such an important principle at this young 

age is such a good example for us. Why is it you were looking for me? Did you not know 

that I had to be in my Father’s house? He was only 12! But he did not have any more 

important object in life than to be in his Father’s house, about his Father’s business.  

 

For Jesus as a child of 12, preparation was already beginning for his 

work that would not begin for another 18 years. Even at such a young 

age, his example for us is unmistakable as he sought to understand 

what he could of God’s will whenever he had the opportunity. 

Do we have a clear sense of looking for and following our Father’s will, even while we 

are being drawn to do God’s will?

Jesus had 18 years of preparation before His ministry began. Consider what God might be 

preparing in YOU right now that won’t fully unfold until much later. 

 

Jesus was looking!  

 

He was putting himself in a position to receive—not to guess, not to suppose, but to 

receive whatever it was his Father was going to bring him. This is an important concept 

for us to understand. We also need to deliberately look for and place ourselves in a 

position to receive God’s providence in our lives. 

We have only just begun and already we can see the depth and breadth required to grasp 

the power and value of God’s providence! 
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Regarding our comprehending God’s providence, we thus far have the example of 

Israel as a nation and Jesus as a child. How do we build on these?  

To understand and apply the preparation we each need to make to receive God’s clear 

providence, we will next look at how Jesus himself was prepared for it. Our next 

observation will be at the very beginning of his actual ministry. This was 18 years after 

Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem without his parents’ knowledge. We will see that God 

gave him a time of preparation for the rigors of the sacrificial life that would be required of 

him. 

We looked at Israel in the wilderness during their 40 years of wandering and what God 

provided for their preparation. Now we will look at Jesus in the wilderness for 40 days in 

preparation for his ministry after his baptism. 

When Jesus had received God’s spirit and was beginning his ministry, the three testings 

of Satan not only defined his direction, but they also gave us a clear sense of how we 

should be finding and following God’s will in our daily experiences. 

Let’s look at the first of the three 
temptations in the light of what we saw 
with Israel: 
Matthew 4:1-4: 1 Then Jesus was led up by the 
spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the 
devil. 2 And after he had fasted forty days and 
forty nights, he then became hungry. 3 And the 
tempter came and said to him, If you are the son 
of God, command that these stones become 
bread. 4 But he answered and said, It is written, 
MAN SHALL NOT LIVE ON BREAD ALONE, 
BUT ON EVERY WORD THAT PROCEEDS OUT OF THE MOUTH OF GOD. 

Jesus makes a deliberate parallel by quoting directly from Deuteronomy 8:3—man does 

not live on bread alone. God let the Israelites be hungry—He provided the challenge of 

hunger in the wilderness, and here Jesus was given the direct temptation of hunger. He’s 

facing the same category of testing but succeeds where they failed. 

God’s providence allowed hunger! For 40 days, Jesus focused on his life's objective. 

Satan came at the end of those forty days and told Jesus, You’ve got God’s spirit; you can 

turn those stones into bread! Jesus didn’t hesitate or think about it. His only answer was 

quoting from God’s holy word—MAN SHALL NOT LIVE ON BREAD ALONE, BUT ON 

EVERY WORD THAT PROCEEDS OUT OF THE MOUTH OF GOD.  

Jesus accepted and embraced the hunger! He accepted what God gave him. The 

physical hunger gave him a spiritual awakening. Something bigger was coming out of it. 

He was uncomfortable, but it didn’t matter. 
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Jesus comprehended and lived in accordance with God’s sustaining power in 

his life! 

We might normally think that God’s providence would provide us with food, but here it 

provided hunger. Hunger allowed Jesus to stay the course by focusing on God’s word. 

Do I look for God’s sustaining power to take care of me within the context of me 

working at truly living His will because I am engaged in His word? And when His 

sustaining power shows up as “hunger” instead of comfort, am I willing to remain in 

His will anyway? 

Throughout this experience, Jesus did nothing to provide himself with any food because 

he was entirely relying on his Father.  

We have the template of Israel, and now we have Jesus in the wilderness. God can and will 

protect us when our circumstances may become difficult. What are our guidelines under 

these types of situations? 

Is it getting what I want, or getting what I need when I’m IN want? 

Let’s look further at the second temptation: 
Matthew 4:5-7: 5 Then the devil took him into the holy city and had him stand on the pinnacle 
of the temple, 6 and said to him, If you are the son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 
HE WILL COMMAND HIS ANGELS CONCERNING YOU; and ON their HANDS THEY WILL 
BEAR YOU UP, SO THAT YOU WILL NOT STRIKE YOUR FOOT AGAINST A STONE.  

Did Satan really just throw Psalms 91:11-12 at Jesus?! He’s making the challenge, Jump off 
the temple. Force God to rescue you!  

7 Jesus said to him, On the other hand, it is written, YOU SHALL NOT PUT THE LORD YOUR 
GOD TO THE TEST. (Jesus immediately quotes Deuteronomy 6:16.)  

Satan quoted this Psalm that promises God’s protection for those who trust God. But did 

you see what Satan did? He ripped these verses out of context, twisted them, and 

selectively quoted them! These scriptures aren’t about forcing God’s hand or creating 

danger to prove God’s faithfulness. 
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Satan conveniently left out that last part—to guard you in all your ways. Your ways doesn’t 

mean any path you choose (see the box below). It means the path of obedience—the way 

God has called you to walk. Satan twisted the verse by using it to justify reckless behavior. 

Jesus corrected him by putting Scripture right back into its proper context. 

Jesus knew his Scriptures and could use them to fight back with a text that was very clear. 

You shall not put the Lord your God to the test! Don’t even think about such a thing!  

In the Old Testament, your ways almost always refers to the path God has laid out; the life of 

obedience, not “any random thing you decide to do.” 

Examples: He leads me in paths of righteousness—Psalm 23:3; In all your ways acknowledge Him—

Proverbs 3:6; The way of the righteous—Psalm 1:6. 

In context, Psalm 91 is written ONLY for the obedient person. It describes someone who: 

> dwells in the shelter of the Most High 

> abides in the shadow of the Almighty 

> trusts in the Lord 

> makes the Lord his refuge 

> sets his love upon God 

> knows God’s name 

> calls upon God 

God’s providence allowed misapplied Scripture! Jesus did not flinch at 

what Satan had put before him. Instead, he put God’s sacred word back in 

order as he flatly denied the invitation to run ahead of God’s timing, care 

and plan. Jesus would wait for God’s miraculous direction to guide rather 

than attempt to attract God’s miraculous intervention. He was waiting on 

the Lord. This is a powerful lesson for us.  

Jesus rejected the prideful deception! This is how we learn about God’s providence. 

Jesus calmly waited for God’s healing and strengthening power 

rather than provoking its need.  

Sometimes there seems to be an emptiness or void as we are waiting for God’s providence, 

but we are still to wait just as Jesus did. 

For us, when fighting against some of our own weaknesses or circumstances that may 

deeply challenge us, how ready are we to wait for God’s healing and strengthening 

power to appear and to flourish? 

Testing God happens when we knowingly step outside His will and then expect Him to 

rescue us from the consequences. That’s the modern version of jumping off the temple.  

Do I overspend and then pray, Lord, please get me out of this financial mess? 
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Do I go to places or put myself in situations where I know I am weak and then pray, Lord, 

please keep me strong? 

Do I forgo apologizing, then pray for a relationship to heal? 

The list goes on. God sustains us as we walk in His way, not as we avoid responsibility and 

do what is comfortable in our way. 

We can say, “The Lord will provide,” or, “God will take care of this,” in a rather flippant 

way. Or we can say those words because we are willing to wait for Him to guide us every 

single step of the way. That is where we find God’s true providence. We need to wait to see 

God’s healing strength and power unfold, rather than running ahead and saying, “Okay, 

rescue me!”  

Let’s look at Satan’s third temptation of Jesus. 

Sometimes we find ourselves at the crossroads of hardship and ease. How well prepared 

are we to stand for loyalty through hardship over what may appear to be a clearer and 

easier road? 

Matthew 4:8-9: 8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the 
kingdoms of the world and their glory; 9 and he said to him, All these things I will give you, if 
you fall down and worship me.  

These temptations are all very legitimate. Satan has real influence, power and control over 

the systems and governments of this world, although it’s all temporary. Scripture calls him 

the ruler of this world (John 12:31), the god of this age (2 Corinthians 4:4), the prince of 

the power of the air (Ephesians 2:2). So, he was offering Jesus a real shortcut—a way to 

gain the kingdoms of the world without having to go through the whole crucifixion 

experience. 

Matthew 4:10: Then Jesus said to him, Go, Satan! For it is written, YOU SHALL WORSHIP 
THE LORD YOUR GOD, AND SERVE HIM ONLY. 

Jesus quotes from Deuteronomy 6:13. In context, it’s a passage about exclusive loyalty to 

God with no divided worship and no compromise. That shortcut would have bypassed 

God’s plan, and it was corrupt. Jesus would not take the easy road. He would take his 

Father’s road, no 

matter where it led. 

There are no 

shortcuts on the 

narrow way 

(Matthew 7:13-14) for 

the Christian. 
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God’s true providence comes in relation to the exclusivity with which we give our 

allegiance and loyalty to Him. Jesus is our example with these three temptations. 

God’s providence allowed the opportunity to avoid suffering! Jesus could have 

accepted Satan’s offer. Satan, as the usurper of the kingdoms of this world, claimed he 

could have given the kingdoms of the world to Jesus without him having to suffer on the 

cross. They were his. But Jesus again only answered with God’s sacred word. There was no 

engagement or back-and-forth argument. No battle of wits. There was simply God’s word. 

There was ONLY ONE WAY that he would go. Jesus rejected ease and embraced the 

trials that God had in store for him! Sometimes God’s providence is for difficulty, 

challenge and an uphill battle. But it is good because that is where His presence is. We 

cannot get His providence without His presence.  

Jesus powerfully and claimed with finality that the focus of his life was to be on God and 

God only! The same focus had been expected of Israel in the wilderness. 

Jesus commanded Satan to go: 
Matthew 4:11: Then the devil left him; and behold, angels came and began to minister to him. 

God’s providence had allowed this full test of loyalty, after which ministering help was 

sent to Jesus. Imagine the immense relief Jesus must have felt afterward. There was no 

hint of relief coming during the experiences. When he had faithfully gone through all the 

things that God had allowed him to go through, then God built him up and put things 

back in place. It was a beautiful experience. 

Do I ever proclaim faith in God’s providence while I may also be standing on the 

compromised ground of my own weak decisions? Maybe I’m properly asking God to 

guide my future, but I’m still clinging to habits or choices that keep me on shaky 

ground. I may be asking God to bless my peace, but I’m still feeding my anxiety with 

the same unhealthy patterns that keep me spiritually off-balance.  

Jesus was untemptable! Can we say the same to the extent possible for us? By being on the 

alert and focusing on God’s word, God’s providence begins to appear. 

Jesus’ ministry began with a period of deep meditation and focus along 

with several harsh testings from Satan. His ability to overcome those 

tests and to stay firmly within God’s will was exemplified in his reliance 

upon God’s word. God’s will provided the trials and the hardship for 

Jesus to face alone. It was only afterwards that God provided the 

ministering angels.  

There is a beautiful hymn titled “He Knows” with the phrase, “I’d rather walk in the dark 

with God than go alone in the light.”  
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Sometimes God’s providence brings us to trial and hardship so we can learn to fight 

through them, just like Jesus did! 

We have seen how Jesus modeled what the guidelines are for receiving  

God’s providence. How do we practically apply them in our lives?  

This is the main question, as it always comes down to applying what we have been taught. 

If we really want to see God’s providence unfold in our lives, then we really need to pay 

attention to the details of not what we want or what’s convenient, but rather the details of 

what our heavenly Father would want us to do and why, in accordance with His word. 

Christians sometimes use phrases like ‘decree and declare,’ ‘speak it into existence,’ ‘sow a 

seed for your miracle’ (implying giving money triggers God’s intervention) or ‘claim your 

breakthrough’—but Scripture never teaches us to command God’s providence. It teaches 

us to submit to it. We don’t set God’s providence; we receive it—this is the core concept of 

our discussion. Let’s not “set the table” so it can be received “on my favorite dish.” 

How do we identify God’s providence? Identify where we are looking for it! 

Let’s read the context of our theme text: 
James 4:13-17: 13 Come now, you who say, Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a 
city, and spend a year there and engage in business and make a profit. 14 Yet you do not know 
what your life will be like tomorrow. You are just a vapor that appears for a little while and 
then vanishes away. 15 Instead, you ought to say, If the Lord wills, we will live and also do this 
or that. 16 But as it is, you boast in your arrogance; all such boasting is evil. 17 Therefore, to 
one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it, to him it is sin. 
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Do I run ahead of the Lord at times? 

These verses talk about going to another city with a business idea. We’ll spend a year, 

make some money and then be able to come back to serve the Lord better. That may be a 

great idea, but is it God’s will for us, or is it our own will to do this?  

We need to be careful not to run ahead of the Lord with our own good ideas, assuming 

they are the prerequisites for God fulfilling His providence in our lives. We need to look 

for the difference between what might be the arrogance of our personal plans and dreams, 

and the direction the Lord would have us take that is vital for our best eternal welfare. 

Sometimes those thoughts may be from the Lord, and if so, He will show us. He will 

develop the providence to indicate a path to follow.  

Remember, Jesus comprehended and lived in accordance with 

God’s sustaining power in his life! 

God’s word is the source of His sustaining power. We apply that power by knowing His 

word, being responsible and doing the work that is set before us.  

This is harder than it might seem because the work that’s set before us may not be 
our own preference: 
2 Timothy 3:14-17: 14 You, however, continue in the things you have learned and become 
convinced of, knowing from whom you have learned them, 15 and that from childhood you 
have known the sacred writings which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation 
through faith which is in Christ Jesus. 16 All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; 17 so that the man of God 
may be adequate, equipped for every good work. 

If we’re going to recognize God’s providence, we have to anchor ourselves in Scripture—

not in tradition, emotion or personal preference. Only Scripture equips us to face 

whatever God allows, even when His providence looks like “hunger” or hardship instead of 

comfort. 

All scripture is inspired by God. Let’s understand that inspiration. For humanity, especially 

for those with creative minds, we are not discouraging that creativity. We’re not 

discouraging thinking ahead and thinking outside the box. We are simply saying, put 

those ideas in the context of God’s word. Sometimes we get into a situation where people 

brainstorm, come up with ideas, and then build on them. This is great and can work. But 

we want to make sure that whatever our ideas are, they align with God’s word. 

This is an entirely different approach than our former lives may have dictated: 
Ephesians 5:8,15-17: 8 For you were formerly darkness, but now you are light in the Lord; 
walk as children of light. 15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, 
16 making the most of your time, because the days are evil. 17 So then do not be foolish, but 
understand what the will of the Lord is. 
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We need to look for God’s providence through the eyes of His word and His will, first and 

foremost. So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. How? Well, 

if we have a great idea—that’s good! But is it in accordance with God’s word, His will and 

His way? Have we seen the Lord’s hand in bringing us to that situation? This is what we 

want to be looking for. Remember, Jesus’ only answer was God’s holy word! Jesus 

accepted the hunger! 

Sometimes we need to accept waiting and feel unsure about what is next. Sometimes, 

there just needs to be time, prayer and study of God’s word to move forward.  

So, when we’re looking to identify God’s providence, we have to identify where we are 

looking for it. Am I looking into my own heart and mind? Or to my best friend’s? Or to a 

book I read that tells me to do this, and my life will be great? OR am I looking at those 

potential things in light of God’s word and will? If not, we’re losing the ability for His 

providence.  

How do we identify God’s providence? Identify how we are looking to apply it! 

Whatever approach we may have to life, we need to see it clearly through a lens of God’s 

will for us and not our will for God. Misapplying scriptural principles to promote our will 

can be disastrous. We saw that in Satan’s wilderness temptations with Jesus. 

Paul gives Timothy three metaphors—soldier, athlete and farmer.  

These three collectively teach obedience, discipline and submission to God’s will, 
not our own preferences: 
2 Timothy 2:2-6: 2 The things which you have heard from me in the presence of many 
witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also. 3 Suffer hardship 
with me, as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. 4 No soldier in active service entangles himself in 
the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier.  

A soldier stays focused on the mission and follows orders. He doesn’t make up his own 

mission. It’s a misapplication to announce, “I’m a soldier for Christ” to justify our own 

stubbornness or spiritual pride. 

5 Also if anyone competes as an athlete, he does not win the prize unless he competes 
according to the rules.  

The athlete has to obey the rules so as not to be disqualified. Obedience 

matters! We can’t look for shortcuts or spiritual loopholes, ignoring Scripture 

while claiming God’s blessing. 

6 The hard-working farmer ought to be the first to receive his share of the crops.  

Faithfulness, patience and steady work bring spiritual fruit. We can’t think “I’m sowing 

seeds” to justify prosperity-gospel thinking, expecting quick results or assuming God owes 

me something because I “worked hard.”  
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A farmer can plant and water, but he can’t control the harvest. If we treat this verse like a 

formula for guaranteed blessing, we are misusing Scripture. 

The soldier teaches focus, the athlete teaches obedience, and the farmer teaches 

endurance. Together, they show that God’s providence comes through disciplined, faithful 

living. Misapplying Scripture happens when we take biblical principles meant to shape our 

obedience and twist them to permit or justify doing whatever we want. 

How am I applying looking for God’s providence? It is through my context or His 

context?  

Remember, God’s providence allowed misapplied Scripture, and Jesus rejected the 

prideful deception!  

Jesus calmly waited for God’s healing and strengthening power 

rather than provoking its need. 

From a practical standpoint, how might we misapply scripture? 

The issue: We weaponize Bible verses to diagnose someone else’s faults instead of our 

own. 

Example: Thinking of who should hear a specific sermon instead of asking, “Lord, where 

do I need this? What are You trying to teach me?” 

What’s really happening: We reroute the point of the message to avoid self-

examination.  

The issue: We treat Bible verses like slogans instead of commands. 

Example: Repeating, “I can do all things through Christ” (Philippians 4:13) while 

avoiding the hard work of contentment that the passage is actually about.  

What’s really happening: We substitute soothing words for actual discipline.  

The issue: Using Scripture to avoid responsibility. 

Example: Saying, “I’m waiting on the Lord” when the real issue is fear or procrastination. 

What’s really happening: We hide behind spiritual language instead of obeying clear 

commands. 

We misapply Scripture when we use God’s words to reinforce our own will—when we pick 

and choose which parts of God’s words we want to keep and which parts we don’t—

instead of submitting to His will. 

The Apostle Paul learned to be content in whatever circumstances he found himself in.  

So, like Paul, we need to be sensitive to God’s providence in both difficult and good times.  
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Let’s read about Paul’s conviction: 
Philippians 4:12-13: 12 I know how to get along with humble means, and I also know how to 
live in prosperity; in any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and 
going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. 13 I can do all things through him 
who strengthens me.  

This is not a slogan for Paul; it's a lifeline. It’s so important we take that lifeline and make 

it our own. Abundance and need were circumstances from the “outside in.” He was able to 

accept both extremes because they were God’s providence for him. 

How do we identify God’s providence? Identify what we are looking to gain from it! 

The Apostle Paul was all about freedom in Christ, and yet this is how he saw 
himself: 
1 Corinthians 9:19-23: 19 For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to 
all, so that I may win more. 20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, so that I might win Jews; to those 
who are under the Law… 21 to those who are without law, as without law, though not being 
without the law of God but under the law of Christ, so that I might win those who are without 
law. 22 To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak; I have become all things to all 
men, so that I may by all means save some. 23 I do all things for the sake of the gospel, so that 
I may become a fellow partaker of it. 

Paul's example of servitude is exemplary. What was Paul looking to gain from God’s 

providence in these things?  

❑ To the Jews, I became as a Jew—he was looking to gain that individual.  

❑ To those without law (Gentiles)—he was not looking to gain anything for himself, 

just to gain that individual to bring them to Christ. 

❑ To the weak, I became weak—he identified with their weakness. Again, looking to 

gain them to bring them to Christ—nothing for himself. 

❑ I have become all things to all men, so that I may by all means save some—it wasn’t 

about something coming to him. It was about Paul doing what God put before him 

in a way that would get the job done. We need to view God’s providence in the 

same way Paul did.  

Remember, God’s providence allowed the opportunity to avoid suffering and Jesus’ 

only answer was with God’s sacred word. Jesus rejected ease and embraced the trials 

God had in store for him. 

It seems like we have dismantled the “bed of roses” picture some Christians have about 

God’s providence. It is still exciting and inspiring, but we see that it requires us to walk  

in Jesus’ footsteps. In spite of the trials, there is blessing, calm and contentment. 
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I heard someone once say how thankful to God they were for all the green lights he 

encountered because he was able to get through traffic quickly. And I thought, we 

should also be thanking God for the red lights, because, in His providence, red 

lights might metaphorically slow us down, preventing an accident. So, we thank 

God for both the green AND the red—for the abounding and the abasing, just like 

Paul said. 

It is critical we put those on an equal basis, not a “Yeah, but...” Let’s be willing to receive, 

no matter how God’s providence may happen. 

Jesus’ own example guides our life choices, but only if we allow 

it. His reliance on God’s word, his appropriate application of 

Scripture and his undying loyalty to his Father help us strive for 

those same qualities when we seek God’s providence. As Jesus 

powerfully and finally claimed the focus of his life and being was 

to be on God and God only, we also must walk in those steps! 

Finding and following God’s providence in our everyday lives is serious business. We need 

to look, listen, apply and act. 

Now that we have a basic understanding of the process of identifying  

God’s providence, what can we expect?  

The simplest way to answer this question is to again look at Jesus and see what he 

expected and what he received. If we continually remind ourselves that we are to follow in 

his footsteps, then we can continually look for God’s providence in the same ways Jesus 

did. We follow the same thought pattern, the same prayer pattern, the same pattern of 

meditation and observation. When we follow our leader, we can receive the same blessing 

and guidance he had! It’s a simple equation, but not easy to put into practice. 

Let’s take a quick look at what Jesus expected and received. 

How Jesus was prophetically described: 
Psalms 40:7-8: 7 Then I said, Behold, I come; In the scroll of the book it is written of me. 8 I 
delight to do Your will, O my God; Your Law is within my heart. 

This describes someone whose life objective is to receive and follow God’s providential 

overruling. Very simple and straightforward. He is there to receive and follow the 

providential overruling of God, not to create his own path. 

What Jesus expected and what he received, in his own words: 
John 4:31-34: 31 Meanwhile the disciples were urging him, saying, Rabbi, eat. 32 But he said to 
them, I have food to eat that you do not know about. 33 So the disciples were saying to one 
another, No one brought him anything to eat, did he? 34 Jesus said to them, My food is to do 
the will of Him who sent me and to accomplish His work. 
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Jesus wouldn’t turn the stones into bread in the wilderness, and he wouldn’t worry about 

where his food was coming from at that point because his mission was higher than all of 

it. It was guided by where his Father was leading and how his Father was nourishing him 

spiritually. That is the principle of finding God’s providence. Instead of asking how we get 

what we want, we should ask how God’s providence will enter our lives to help us move 

forward. 

We looked at Jesus’ first experiences after his baptism and his time in the 

wilderness. 

Now we fast forward to his last experiences as a free man, just before he was taken 
captive and before his crucifixion: 
Matthew 26:36-39: 36 Then Jesus came with them to a 
place called Gethsemane… 37 And he took with him 
Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to be 
grieved and distressed. 38 Then he said to them, My 
soul is deeply grieved, to the point of death; remain here 
and keep watch with me. 39 And he went a little beyond 
them, and fell on his face and prayed, saying, My 
Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet 
not as I will, but as You will. 

This is Jesus’ last moment of quiet. Everything after this will be horrific, overwhelming and 

painful. He says to his closest friends, My soul is deeply grieved, to the point of death.  

It weighed on him heavily. He simply asks, Remain here and keep watch with me.  

Then he goes forward to be by himself to pray. He says, My Father, if it is possible, let this 

cup pass from me. We believe this “cup” to be the accusation of Jesus as a blasphemer of 

God. He understood and accepted everything else. His whole life on earth had been about 

honoring God, and even before that, from the time before he was human. Yet, at this 

moment it seemed too much. 

But he said, yet not as I will, but as You will. Even in this reasonable request, he looks for 

God’s providence. He certainly didn’t want to be crucified as a blasphemer of God. 

Sometimes God’s providence pushes us beyond what we believe ourselves capable of. 

Jesus comprehended and lived in accordance with God’s sustaining power in his life: 

Matthew 26:40-41: 40 And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping, 
and said to Peter, So, you men could not keep watch with me for one hour? 41 

Keep watching and praying that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit is willing, but 
the flesh is weak. 

The disciples didn’t enter into his trial. Jesus was looking for support and encouragement 

from them, but he found himself alone. God’s providence allowed him to be alone. 
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God’s providence can require us to face some things that will test us to our very 
core:  
Hebrews 12:4-7: 4 You have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood in your striving 
against sin; 5 and you have forgotten the exhortation which is addressed to you as sons,  
(the apostle now quotes from Proverbs 3:11-12) MY SON, DO NOT REGARD LIGHTLY THE 
DISCIPLINE OF THE LORD, NOR FAINT WHEN YOU ARE REPROVED BY HIM; 6 FOR 
THOSE WHOM THE LORD LOVES HE DISCIPLINES, AND HE SCOURGES EVERY SON 
WHOM HE RECEIVES. 7 It is for discipline that you endure; God deals with you as with sons; 
for what son is there whom his father does not discipline?  

If this discipline of the Lord is highly sought after because it means we are sons, and 

it means God cares, and it means God loves us, how do we tell what is a discipline of 

the Lord and not just a natural consequence of our actions? 

A natural consequence may be discipline from God. We should approach any trial or 

difficulty by asking, “What am I supposed to learn from this?” Hurt may result as a natural 

consequence of an action. We can think, Well, I shouldn’t have done that, and write it off 

as a natural consequence of our own stupidity. Or, we can ask what the Lord is teaching us 

in this experience.  

By reflecting on and reframing our experiences, we often discover growth lessons and 

apply them in our lives.  

For example, my mom is very good at this reframing. We could not have any 

experience in life without her saying, “Well, this is a good kingdom lesson for you!” 

And then she will find a spiritual application. 

God’s providence allowed Jesus to be alone in his greatest hour of need.  

Are we prepared to embrace God’s providence in our potentially isolating experiences? 

Are we prepared to say, “Yes, Lord, not my will, but Your will be done”? 

Matthew 26:42-43: 42 He went away again a second time and prayed, saying, My Father, if 
this cannot pass away unless I drink it, Your will be done. 43 Again he came and found them 
sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. 

For the second time, Jesus had not received God’s answer to his prayer. That’s interesting. 

He’s looking and praying, but he’s not getting an answer. We would expect God to answer 

immediately when Jesus asked. No, because God’s providence said, I need you to stretch. I 

need you to understand. I need you to know more than you know to be able to comprehend 

in a stronger way than you’ve been able to comprehend thus far. 

Jesus calmly waited for God’s healing and strengthening power rather than 

provoking its need. Just like God wanted Israel to wait in the wilderness, just 

like Jesus did in his wilderness experience with Satan, rather than provoking 

its need, he didn’t demand; he asked God in accordance with God’s will. 
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He looked for God’s healing strength and power, but he had to wait for it. What about us? 

God’s providence can require us to face some things that are repetitive and 
seemingly destructive: 
1 Corinthians 10:12-14: 12 Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed that he does not 
fall. 13 No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, 
who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will 
provide the way of escape also, so that you will be able to endure it. 14 Therefore, my beloved, 
flee from idolatry.  

What does protection from temptation have to do with idolatry?  

When we go down the road of temptation, we end up getting into idolatrous 

situations by putting something in our lives before God. This is when we start to 

think, “It’s all about me.” Yes—and it’s not supposed to be! Follow Jesus’ example. It was 

never all about Jesus; it was all about his Father. Idolatry is putting anything before God in 

our lives. 

God’s providence allowed Jesus to repetitively pray in great distress in his greatest hour of 

need. 

Are we prepared to embrace God’s providence as we earnestly pray in our deepest 

distresses? Are we willing to follow in Jesus’ footsteps?  

His experience in the garden was difficult and taxing. He said, My soul was exceeding 

sorrowful, even to death... watch with me. 

No one was there, so he just kept going: 
Matthew 26:44-46: 44 And he left them again, and went away and prayed a third time, saying 
the same thing once more. 45 Then he came to the disciples and said to them, Are you still 
sleeping and resting? Behold, the hour is at hand and the Son of Man is being betrayed into 
the hands of sinners. 46 Get up, let us be going; behold, the one who betrays me is at hand! 

Jesus got an answer to his prayer, and it was: No, that is not My will. What was Jesus’ 

reaction? With a “no” answer to his earnest prayer, Jesus powerfully and finally claimed 

that the focus of his life and being was to be on God alone. In the same way that Israel had 

to make this claim in the wilderness, and just as Jesus himself had to respond to Satan's 

offer—Bow down to me and I will give you the kingdoms of this world—Jesus had to say, It 

is God’s will; I’ll accept it. 

Jesus said, Get up, let us be going. I am going to meet those who are coming to persecute me. 

He stepped out in front of everyone else and met those who came to arrest him. He 

embraced the “no” answer and fulfilled God’s will. That was God’s providence for him. 

What a powerful example! 
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God’s providence can require us to face things that demand our unequivocal 
surrender to His will. These are comforting scriptures: 
1 Peter 4:12-14,19: 12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes 
upon you for your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you; 13  but to the 
degree that you share the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing, so that also at the revelation 
of his glory you may rejoice with exultation. 14 If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you 
are blessed, because the spirit of glory and of God rests on you. 19 Therefore, those also who 
suffer according to the will (we could think “providence” here) of God shall entrust their souls 
to a faithful Creator in doing what is right.  

This attitude is what we strive for and what we want from God’s providence; not a 

constant bed of ease. But sometimes we experience a smooth road, and that can be God’s 

providence as well. 

God’s providence allowed Jesus to face his greatest trial alone.  

Are we prepared to embrace God’s providence if it requires us to walk alone in the 

dark with no outwardly apparent support? 

We should be better equipped to do that now, because we’ve seen how God’s providence 

permits, supervises, restrains and overrules for our best spiritual welfare.  

Let’s go back to Rick’s experience with the airplane delay. Did God cause the plane delay 

just for Rick, disrupting the other 299 passengers with no regard for their schedule? No. 

He didn’t have to cause the delay to teach him something. The weather delay Rick 

experienced was an “ordinary” cause. God didn’t engineer the inconvenience. But once the 

delay is in place, God can use it for good. Providence means God doesn’t have to create the 

storm to be present in it.  He doesn’t have to engineer the disruption; He simply isn’t 

limited by it. 

Rick’s growth doesn’t require someone else to be inconvenienced. God can care for 

everyone involved at the same time. The delay becomes an opportunity—maybe to 

practice patience, to help someone nearby, to release control, or simply to have quiet, 

unexpected, needed study time. None of that requires God to have caused the delay; only 

that He is “present in it.” 

God’s providence will provide—that’s what “providence” means—He will provide a path 

for us to grow in Christ.  

Identifying and following God’s providence in our lives can be a 

stressful and even trying experience. Having said that, the stress 

and trial that come from God providing for us ALWAYS gives way to 

grace, blessing and strength that extend far beyond our capacity or 

imagination. God provides trials so we can grow in Christ! 
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We can’t get more blessed than that! It is so important for us to realize that these lessons 

on God’s providence are about seeing our lives through the eyes of His best interest for us. 

Whether it’s hardship or difficulty, delay or exaltation, blessing and wonderment, or 

contentment or frustration—if we are looking for God’s providence according to His word, 

looking through the experience to say, I have to apply Scripture the right way; I have to put 

my God first, above everything else, the end result will inevitably be growing in Christ and 

becoming more Christlike. This growth prepares us to bless others in the future. And what 

is better than that? 

So, how does God’s providence work in our lives?  

For Rick, Jonathan, Julie and Christian Questions… 

…Think about it! 

 

All scriptures cited are from the NASB1995 translation unless otherwise noted. 
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Bonus Material and Study Questions 

Recommended additional study: 

Why Did Jesus Need to Learn Obedience? 
The spiritual and earthly reasons for and impact of Jesus’ obedience 
https://christianquestions.com/doctrine/1349-obedience/ 
 

Why is Jesus Called the Bread of Life? 
The deep reasoning behind Jesus describing himself this way 

https://christianquestions.com/doctrine/1348-bread-of-life/ 

 
For children, parents and Bible class teachers, continue your studies on this topic with these 
short, animated videos for kids at ChristianQuestions.com/YouTube: 

• What was manna? 

https://christianquestions.com/cq-videos/videos-cq-kids/what-was-manna/ 
 

• Did Jesus ever do anything wrong? (Three temptations from Satan)  

https://christianquestions.com/cq-videos/videos-cq-kids/video-cq-kids-did-jesus-ever-do-

anything-wrong/ 
 

• What happened in the Garden of Gethsemane? 

https://christianquestions.com/cq-videos/videos-cq-kids/garden-of-gethsemane/ 

 

 

 

https://christianquestions.com/cq-videos/videos-cq-kids/what-was-manna/
https://christianquestions.com/cq-videos/videos-cq-kids/video-cq-kids-did-jesus-ever-do-anything-wrong/
https://christianquestions.com/cq-videos/videos-cq-kids/video-cq-kids-did-jesus-ever-do-anything-wrong/
https://christianquestions.com/cq-videos/videos-cq-kids/garden-of-gethsemane/
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1. What is a working definition of “God’s providence”? 
 

2. How does Israel as a nation in the wilderness and Jesus in the Temple at 12 years old help us comprehend 
God’s providence? (Deuteronomy 8:2-6, Luke 2:48-51) 
 

3. Compare and contrast Israel in the wilderness for 40 years versus Jesus in the wilderness for 40 days. 
(Matthew 4:1-4) 

 
4. When has God provided providential support and then relief during a difficult, challenging, uphill battle 

in your life? Have you felt His presence at that time? Looking back, did fighting through the trial like 
Jesus did give you strength?  
 

5. Why did Jesus have to experience hunger in the wilderness, and what does this teach us about God’s 
sustaining power? (Matthew 4:1–4) 
 

6. Answer truthfully to yourself: How do you improve these situations? 
 

a. Do I ever proclaim faith in God’s providence, while standing on the compromised ground of my 
own weak decisions? 

b. Am I properly asking God to guide my future, but still clinging to habits or choices that keep me 
on shaky ground? 

c. Do I ask God to bless me with peace, but continue to feed my anxiety with the same unhealthy 
patterns that keep me spiritually off-balance? 
 

7. Explain three ways we can identify God’s providence in our lives—where to look, how to apply, and what 
we hope to gain. (James 4:13–17; 2 Timothy 3:14–17) 
 

8. How might we misapply Scripture, as Satan did when twisting Psalm 91? How does 2 Timothy 3:14–17 help 
us avoid this? 
 

9. What do Jesus’ life objectives teach us about positioning ourselves to receive God’s providence?  
(Psalms 40:7-8, John 4:31-34, Matthew 26:36-46, Hebrews 12:4-7, 1 Corinthians 10:12-14) 
 

10. Can you recall a time when God’s providence sustained you through an isolating experience?  
 

11. How can we prepare our hearts to receive God’s providence when He allows hunger, difficulty, solitude, 
or the rejection of ease, as Jesus did in the wilderness? 

https://christianquestions.com/doctrine/1430-gods-providence/

