
Part 1: Providence defined
Providence is the actual unfolding of God's plan. It is how that plan is actually accomplished. 

The way it is brought to pass in real time. At the beginning of the Belgic Confession's statement on 
God's providence it says, "We believe that this good God, after creating all things, did not abandon 
them to chance or fortune but leads and governs them according to his holy will, in such a way that 
nothing happens in this world without God’s orderly arrangement." 

As I've mentioned previously you can think of an architect and his process of building a 
house. He has a plan, draws the blueprints as he designs that plan. Once he has finished his plan he 
then embarks on the endeavor of actually building that house using various tools for different 
purposes. And at the end the house is built. This can, in an imperfect way, give us a picture of what 
the providence of God is. It's the actual building and use of various tools for different purposes to 
achieve His plan that He had designed beforehand. 

There are many places in Scripture where God teaches us this truth. This truth where, for 
example in Isaiah 46, God says, “Remember this and stand firm, recall it to mind, you 
transgressors, 9 remember the former things of old; for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, 
and there is none like me, 10 declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times things 
not yet done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my purpose,’ 11 calling a 
bird of prey from the east, the man of my counsel from a far country. I have spoken, and I will 
bring it to pass; I have purposed, and I will do it." "I will bring it to pass" and "I will do it" is 
God's providence.

For His glory alone this providence is all according to His sovereign will where nothing 
happens without God's governing hand. His governing hand either allows something to happen by 
His permission or He actively makes something happen by His power. There are many times in 
Scripture where these concepts are distinct and noticeable to us. Yet in these the wisdom of God is 
so infinite that His passive and active engagement with the affairs of this world can be so 
interconnected and inseparable. So at a point in studying this God's people will stand back in 
complete awe of the majesty and wisdom of their God as they come to know that their finite minds 
have only come to grasp 1% of who God is and what He does. 

In further teaching us this truth God gives us illustrations of this truth actually coming to life 
where we can see what God teaches actually happening in narrative form. In this study we will 
mainly look at 3 instances where God displays His providence for us in His word. This can be of 
great help to us in the time we are living in. As we face trials like this we can easily go off track 
into some vain wandering. One of the ways we can do this is in the what ifs of life. We ask, "What 
if this hadn't happened?" "What if I had done such and such differently?" "What if I had waited a 
little longer, then that would've have happened?" "What if I had chosen that career instead of this 
one?" Is this a fruitless endeavor? If we believe in the one true triune God who is sovereign over 
everything, the God who ordains the beginning and the end as well as the means to that end, the 
God who has ONE perfect plan that will be perfectly accomplished according to His will and 
purpose in and through Jesus, then may we declare from our hearts this truth that we will study. 

There are no "What if's" with the God of Scripture and the God of Scripture is a good, holy, 
just, and merciful God who redeems His people in Christ and carries them by His power all the 
way through to eternity. An eternal life with Him though they may be stricken with all sorts of 
trials in this life. Trials and situations that are ultimately for their good in their purpose as His 



providential hands are at work during their lifetime. 

Part 2: The passive aspic of God's providence
A great historical account given to us in God's word that displays a beautiful picture of God's 

providence is the trials of Job. As I mentioned last time part of God's providence includes the 
passive permission of God. This is where God allows things to happen within the time of history 
that are under His sovereign control. These situations that He allows to happen are all used for His 
greater purpose toward the redemption that is in Jesus for His glory. 

In the beginning of the book of Job we sit in on an interaction between God and satan that 
Job knew nothing of. God knows that satan wants to wreak havoc, so God offers out His servant 
Job to satan. He offers Job out with some stipulations. This shows that God is in complete control 
of satan and what he does. God allows satan to inflict trials and pain into Job's life, but the one 
thing that satan cannot do is take Job's life. So God allows this to happen. But little does satan 
know that what God allowed to happen only served God's purpose in the end and brought God 
more glory. Though there may have been many reasons why God allowed such a thing happen to 
Job we do get to see at least two reasons of why He allowed this to happen. 

The first is so that God's people would learn from Job for centuries to come. This Job 
desired to happen as he says, "Oh that my words were written! Oh that they were inscribed in a 
book! Oh that with an iron pen and lead they were engraved in the rock forever!" But little did he 
know that his piece of life would be a part of God-breathed Scripture that would point us to the 
God of salvation and the Lord Jesus Himself. 

The second is so Job himself would come to know God more intimately. This came about 
through what God had revealed and what God had kept hidden from Job. His revealed will and 
His hidden will. At the end of the book after God had put Job in his place, Job says something so 
profound in utter worship of his Lord. He says, "I know that you can do all things, and that no 
purpose of yours can be thwarted. 3 ‘Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?’ 
Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not 
know." What God had revealed, that He is completely sovereign where no plan of His can be 
thwarted, Job praised God for. What God had kept hidden, where the whole situation began with 
God and satan's interaction, Job cried out in humble adoration that he did not know the mind of 
God and he did not need to know why He does things. 

So in the blessing that God has given us in studying the life of Job God's people can trust 
and rest in the providence of God without going down the never-ending road of why. The why that 
God has revealed in His word ought to be good enough for us. But what God leaves hidden we 
ought to leave hidden. In doing this we look upon who God is and what He does in a right and 
balanced framework, which gives us level ground on which to navigate this crazy world we live in. 

I'll leave you with two quotes of encouragement for those who are in Christ. Terry Johnson 
in his great book The Identity and Attributes of God says, "If we believe in providence - that God 
is sovereign in our circumstances - we will take seriously the people, events, and opportunities he 
puts in our path. Our circumstances do not arise by chance. God in his providential wisdom has 
placed us where we are and equipped is as he has for a good purpose." Steven Lawson says, "The 
Lord reigns - not satan, not man, not God and man, not good luck, not bad luck, not random 
events, not chance occurrences, not the alignment of the stars, not accidents, not blind fate, not 
good or bad karma - only God, and God alone."



Part 3: The active aspect f God's providence
In part 2 as we examined God's providence we looked at the aspect of God's providence 

where God allows things to happen by permitting them to happen, such as what we saw with Job 
where God allowed satan to inflict pain upon Job, but only to a certain extent as satan was under 
the sovereign control of God. Now we will look at the other aspect of God's providence where He 
causes things to happen by actively intervening in a situation for His purpose. There are many 
places in Scripture that reveal this aspect, as well as the other in part 2, but for this one we will look 
at the activity of God intervening in Numbers 21:4-9. After they had been delivered out of Egypt 
by the hand of God the Israelites started grumbling and complaining, wanting to be provided for 
according to their desires. So the Lord sent fiery serpents among the people. As a result many got 
bit and died. Then those that remained realized that they had sinned against God, so they asked for 
Moses to pray to God that He would take away these serpents. Having a purpose of His own in 
His infinite wisdom that was far greater than what these people could imagine God did not take 
away these serpents. Instead He provided a solution that would bring life amidst their danger by 
having their temporary mediator Moses make a bronze serpent and put it on a pole. Then as the 
word of God says, everyone who then was bitten would look upon the bronze serpent and live. All 
who got bit, looked up, and lived. 

This active role that God had in this situation is ultimately to point us to Jesus Christ and 
how He is lifted up in the gospel, which makes us look upon when He was actually lifted up on the 
cross. In all this God shows us the reality of our sin that brings not only physical death, but eternal 
death unless we are given eyes to see our internal danger and to look upon the provision that God 
has provided in the life, death, and resurrection of His Son. God actively works to bring glory to 
Himself through the work of His Son Jesus. 

And we ought to take note of this in our day, because God is still active in His providence. 
As the fiery serpents were a warning to many to repent and look upon God's provision God still 
does this through other means. Will He cause us to see our great danger and graciously work 
within us so that we look upon His Son or will He pass us over allowing us to stay in our sin? If 
you still need to, hear God's warning and flee from the wrath to come by looking upon the 
sacrificial life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. If you are looking upon Jesus then know that by 
God's active and passive providential hand He is working all things for your good, because you 
have been effectually called according to His purpose that is in Christ Jesus. 

In our next part, part 4 we will look at the greatest example of where both the active and 
passive hand of God's providence is clear for us to see. 

Part 4: The passive and active combined
The greatest place where we can see God's passive and active aspects of His providence 

together is at the pinnacle of human history, at the cross. In Acts 2:22-24 we read from Peter's 
sermon on the day of Pentecost, "22 “Fellow Israelites, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man 
accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, 
as you yourselves know. 23 This man was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan and 
foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross. 
24 But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was 



impossible for death to keep its hold on him."
Here we see a numbers of things happening. 1) God was active through Jesus in performing 

miracles, wonders, and signs in order to validate that Jesus was God. 2) The death of Jesus on the 
cross was all a part of God's plan. This brings the activity of God to the forefront, because Jesus 
being God Himself, the second person of the Trinity, He actively got off His throne in heaven and 
came down to earth to actively live a perfect righteous life and offer Himself up as the only 
sacrifice for sinners, all as the great substitute. 3) God allowed the death of His One and Only Son 
to happen, which happened, because the natural wickedness of man drove people to kill Jesus out 
of the desire of their own heart. This was the greatest and most selfless act of allowing something 
to happen that God could ever do. And 4) as Jesus lie in the tomb God actively intervened and 
raised Jesus from the dead, so that His work as the great substitute could be approved and so that 
He would be vindicated as the victorious Son of God who has had victory over sin, death, and the 
enemy for those He redeemed on the cross. 

So after looking at these 3 instances from Scripture, if we ever struggle with why God 
allows certain things to happen that may seem tough for us to swallow, just look upon the cross 
where God allowed the death of the ONLY innocent human being that has ever lived to take place. 
And it was His precious Son no less. If He can bring about good through that by allowing it to 
happen, He can bring about good through anything. He is sovereign and His sovereign 
providential hand that is active and passive throughout the course of human history always, in 
every circumstance, runs through the filter of who God is in His very being. He is completely and 
equally holy, good, sovereign, just, gracious, righteousness, loving, merciful, wrathful, all-
knowing, all-present, all-powerful, patient, wise, supreme, unchangeable, simple, independent, 
selfless, and faithful all the time. And this is true about each person of the Trinity as the Father, 
Son, and Spirit are all co-equal and co-eternal. Until next time when we finish this brief series on 
God's providence, reflect upon this truth as you live your life. 

Part 5: Concluding remarks
As we've looked at God's providence it may be asked, what are the "alternatives" that 

people may believe, as if there was any? There's deism, pantheism, and dualism. Deism is the belief 
that there is a god, but this god let's time and history run without any interaction as if it was the 
Energizer Bunny. He creates it, puts the battery in, and then just let's it go without any intervention 
whether active or passive. Pantheism is essentially the belief that there is a god, but this god is in 
everything therefore everything is god. A tree is god. A sunset is god. A house is god. And so on. 
Everything is god essentially. Pan = all and theism = god, so all is god. With both deism and 
pantheism they describe an impersonal and distant god. Dualism is where a god and satan are 
essentially equal in their power and influence on the world and the course of human history. This 
god interacts with the world, but is not in total sovereign control. Therefore his plans can be 
thwarted by satan. Another type of dualism is where satan's influence and interactive power is 
replaced with the human's where the human's actions can change this god's plans. Or there can 
even be a type of tri-ism where it is a god, satan, and the human. But overall this dualism (or tri-
ism), in whatever variation, is quite common in the lives of professing Christians. Though many 
say that God is sovereign, many in reality believe that He has chosen to allow other factors, mostly 
the human will, to determine or effect the course of human history, though He may intervene on 



occasion. This means that His hands are completely tied of all the bad things that happen. They are 
outside of His will and purpose.

But if this is the case then think about all the thousands of decisions you make on a daily 
basis from the seemingly unimportant to the critical. Then think about the effects (and all the 
possible effects). Then the ripple effect it can have on not only the course of your life, but the 
course of human history. Why didn't I die or go to jail for all that I did? Why did she have a hole in 
her heart? Why did we get into a car wreck, miss out on a church event, and then have to go 
through a long headache with insurance? Why did I choose that moving company who ended up 
severely damaging my expensive business equipment and was able to weasel out of paying for it? 
Did I do something for all this to happen? If so, what and when? Did I make a wrong choice that 
brought all this on me? Did I screw up and change God's plan? Was I outside of His will? If so, by 
what choice and when? Did I not have enough faith in a given situation? If so, when? Try carrying 
that burden. Was God merely a spectator to my effort, because He can't force or coerce anyone 
against their free will?

This in no way nullifies the fact that I must be responsible for what I do and live life in that 
light from my human vantage point, but overall who is in control? If God is not in complete 
sovereign control then who is? Someone has to be? This also does not make God the author of evil 
or sin. Nor does this mean that He forcefully causes evil and sin to happen. Nor does it make Him 
enjoy evil. There are clear examples in Scripture where the wicked intent and action of man are 
free, natural, and voluntary. Yet those same actions (secondary causes) are used by God for good 
and for a greater purpose as you have hopefully seen.

Scripture declares the one plan of God and the actual unfolding of that plan where His 
glory is on display through His just punishment of sinners and through His merciful salvation of 
other sinners by the righteous and redemptive work of Jesus Christ alone and the application of 
that work to the hearts and lives of those redeemed sinners by the Holy Spirit through the gospel as 
they live their life. The true doctrine of God's providence brings God's people tremendous comfort, 
peace, trust, and hope. This comfort, peace, trust, and hope is all a work of God who is the only 
source of comfort, peace, trust, and hope. So let this truth of God's providence bring you to present 
your life as a living sacrifice in view of God's great and glorious mercy that He has accomplished 
in Christ alone. 


