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James 1:1-18 – God is good, all the time
What a lovely way to continue in our Sunday worship – being reminded that trials and temptations are surrounding us, and more than that, we should be happy about it.
James – writing to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations.  Perhaps we believe that means that this is being written to Jewish people.  But actually, this reflects the new Israel, whereby Gentiles are included with those of Jewish descent.  In Romans 9:8 Paul wrote, “In other words, it is not the children by physical descent who are God’s children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham’s offspring.”
And both Jewish and Gentiles who were following Jesus were scattered.  Whether by displacement or by missional journeys to spread the news of Jesus.
James was not writing to one particular group of people – such as Paul writing to the Roman church, or the Philippian church.  This was addressed to all those who followed Jesus, wherever they were.  The letter does not address any specific issues relevant to one church – it addressed issues that were prevalent wherever Christians happened to be.
At this time there was a lot of oppression and persecution: pagans hated the Jews, and the Christians were hated by both!
James instructs that any trials should be received as pure joy.  To a degree the fact that they were receiving opposition and outward trials from people would mean that their faith was being recognised, they were making a statement in how they lived and spoke.
And perseverance will come when we make a stand against changing our minds or actions.  Perhaps we think that putting up with oppression or mockery counts as patience – but I think it is more than that.  Patience simply means putting up with something, whereas perseverance grows steadfastness.
And in this steadfastness, it is most likely that the faithfulness of God will be experienced that will then grow and perfect true faith.  How often does our faith, our resilience and experience of God’s presence grow when times are easy?
And during these times of trials we must seek wisdom.  This is more than just earthly wisdom, but Spiritual wisdom that can only be given by God.  It is a gift, to see things through the lens of God.
And we are assured that God will provide.  God’s blessing and generosity are limitless.  He will not run out of grace and goodness, they are readily available to those who seek.
But there is a warning regarding our asking, that relates to the whole of our prayerlife.  We must believe and not doubt.  If there is disquiet in your being, you are already preventing yourself to listen fully.
Do not mistake this as meaning you are NOT supposed to weigh up what is heard and to question it.  That is part of wisdom, but we must not doubt that God will hear you and use you.
If we are asking God for something half-heartedly, not truly believing that He will answer, we will be unstable.  It means that God will not be able to trust them with much.  Things can be explained away by science or circumstance.  Trust is a two way thing – it is not simply whether we trust in God, but whether He can trust us.
James explains that those in humble circumstances hold a high position.  How often do we empathise with this view, how refreshing and uplifting to know that we are all equal in the eyes of God.
But what about James speaking to the wealthy?  Do we gloss over that part, without realising what comfort they may find in being equal in the eyes of God?  A true relationship with Jesus will enable them to know that they do not have to strive for wealth and status as they would without knowledge of Him.  They have value regardless of what they achieve in comparison with anyone else – equality of value is a comfort for the wealthy as much as for the humble.
James draws on an image of a flower being only fleeting.  This image is popular in the Old Testament writings, such as Isaiah 40:6-8, ““All people are like grass, and all their faithfulness is like the flowers of the field. The grass withers and the flowers fall, because the breath of the LORD blows on them.  Surely the people are grass.  The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God endures forever.”
It emphasises that possessions can be taken away or destroyed at a drop of a hat.  To have value in the Word of God is not transient, and so whatever is lost or gained will have no effect on the love that God has for you.  Isn’t that a wonderful truth, whether you have much or have little?


James continues telling those who have chosen Jesus are blessed, they know true happinness.  When James speaks about trials he is now speaking about outward oppression, suffering, illness, mockery.  For those who are able to persevere in their love for Jesus, remaining steadfast to His teaching, they will receive the crown of life that Jesus has promised.  Their eyes must be held on the future, including the fuller life promised beyond the grave.
The crown does not relate to making us royalty but it is a gift bestowed upon us by the King of kings attributing honour and approval.
Paul also used the image of a crown when writing to the Thessalonians, 1 Thessalonians 2:19 “For what is our hope, our joy, or the crown in which we will glory in the presence of our Lord Jesus when he comes? Is it not you?”
It is clear that the endurance of trials alone is not what gains that honour, so hunkering down and waiting for the trouble to pass is not honourable.  Most oppressors when faced with nothing returned will continue – that is where the wisdom of God is required.  To know how and when to act or retaliate.  Keeping a steadfast love for God and not hiding it, this crown is for those “who love Him”.  Allowing the love for God to shine, keeping faith in His overall goodness, is what will overcome all things.
James then turns to temptations, the inward yielding under pressure to sinful behaviour.  James is drawing out the people that blame God for their shortcomings, saying that it is God who is tempting them. Perhaps a silly example may be helpful.
I am in a pub.  I am not interested in drinking much alcohol.  However, people around me notice that I am not drinking and begin mocking me.  That is the outward trial.  My steadfast love would remain as “God wants me to have self-control, so I will persevere and remain drinking my orange juice”.
But, I allow the mockery to break into my steadfastness.  I prefer to appease them than to stand by what I believe God desires.  So 8 pints of Guinness later…….
My argument could become “why did God put those people there?  If it wasn’t for them I would not have got drunk – it is His fault that I did what I did”.
We think that God should remove us from all bad situations.
However, we are being told that God will allow the trials to allow us to perfect our faith, to remain true to Him.  If we turn from trusting in Him and opt for the easy life, appeasing those around us, turning to things that are evil or harmful – that is not God’s way.  It is not Him tempting us.  He will always give us a way out – orange juice is readily available at a pub instead of Guinness.
James tells us that each person is dragged away by our own evil desires and enticed.  I would summarise the evil desire as rejecting the knowledge of God’s goodness.  Once we have rejected His goodness, then sin creeps in, we have stepped away from the teaching of Jesus, and then harmful actions will result.
So in my silly example, thinking of Guinness is not sin itself, but if the desire overcomes the resolve not to drink and you make an excuse that Jesus will not care, that is sin, and the ordered alcohol is the sinful action.
If there is no return to following Jesus, and only blame that He should not have made you do it, then our death as a child of God happens at that point.
But James offers us hope.  God does not change.  His light is constant, unlike created light that will change and cast shadows.  His actions remain loving.  He will always forgive if we turn back to Him.  God has always been, and will always remain, love.
God has chosen to give us birth.  Having a knowledge of Jesus has given us a new birth, through the word of truth.  The Holy Spirit will continue to prompt us into greater knowledge of Him, helping us to remain steadfast.
The phrase that we may be a kind of firstfruits may reflect Leviticus 23:20 “The priest is to wave the two lambs before the LORD as a wave offering, together with the bread of the firstfruits. They are a sacred offering to the LORD for the priest.” 
For all of us who choose to follow Jesus, we are sacred to the Lord.  It does not mean that we are going to be perfect – but every day we can choose to allow trials to strengthen our steadfastness, so that our faith may be perfected.
When things are going well, enjoy it.  But do not forget to give thanks and praise and allow your love for Jesus to shine in those times.
When you are facing times of trial, rejoice!  It may not be that you dance around with a massive smile on your face, but quietly rejoice with Jesus.  Keep praying with whole-hearted belief that He will keep you safe in His love and provide the wisdom that you need.  You can be a witness in these times too.
God is faithful.  If you trust in Him, He will trust in You, and your perseverance will be rewarded in His time.  The goodness He has shown is unchanging and His plans for His people remain.  To be blessed and to be a blessing to others. Live steadfastly in His love.
