SERMON FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY

IN ADVENT

James 5:7-11

Confidence in the Lord’s return should shape our patient endurance

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.

The Word of God, the basis for the sermon, is the Epistle heard before, James 5a:7-11

7 Therefore be patient, fellow-Christians, until the Lord comes! See how the farmer waits for the valuable crop of the ground and waits patiently for it until it receives the Autumn- and the Spring-rains! 8 You too, be patient, and remain firm! For the Lord’s coming is near. 9 Do not grumble against one another, fellow-Christians, that you may not be judged! Consider! The Judge is standing in front of the door. 10 Fellow-Christians, take the prophets, who spoke in the name of the Lord, as an example of being patient in the face of wrong treatment! 11 Remember that we call those people “blessed” who have persevered. You have heard how Job persevered, and you have seen what the Lord finally brought about, because the Lord is very compassionate and merciful.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth. Your Word is truth.

Dear friends in Christ,


We are often focussed on our problems with our work and with other people and have angry feelings against opponents. As we try to deal with our problems ourselves, we think that the more quickly we get out of them, the better. We complain about them to others. Actually, our text goes a step further back. In the translation, “Do not grumble against one another… that you may not be judged” the words for “Do not grumble” actually mean “Do not sigh”, or “groan” as when Jesus looked up to heaven in the presence of human wrong-headedness, deafness and dumbness, sickness, and death and sighed in prayer. We should not even groan with disappointment. We all have sinful natures, and when we sigh and groan about other people, or even about our problems, we risk forgetting that we are sinful as well, and have deserved just as much or worse.


This is because God’s perspective is different. He often works more slowly than we hope, and He looks at the true outcome, eternal life for us. He wants us to look to Him. James, Jesus’ brother, writes, “Therefore be patient, fellow-Christians, until the Lord comes!” Even when we suffer unjustly, the Lord wants us to persevere, as we look forward to His return. Persecution and suffering are marks of people who are righteous by faith. It is not simply that the Lord will return in His good time. His return is near, and then He will take care of all wrong treatment.


James used the example of farmers, who “waited for the valuable crop of the ground and waited patiently for it until it received the Autumn- and the Spring-rains!” There was nothing that they can do to hurry on the harvest. In our climate, we tend to look simply at the months of the year when we don’t usually expect much rain. Palestine had a Mediterranean climate. In the northern hemisphere, farmers expected rainy seasons in March and April and in October and November. Farming practice followed their expectation of these rainy seasons. As farmers waited patiently for the valuable crop to grow and mature to harvest, we Christians must wait patiently for the Lord’s return.


James writes, “The Judge is standing in front of the door.” Jesus’ return is not only near, but imminent. James uses an image of space to denote time. Because He is at the door, He is present to judge here and now, but certainly and finally on the Last Day. Then He will deal fairly with wicked people who cause us problems, and more than amply recompense the persecution and suffering that believers have had to endure.


James adds, “Fellow-Christians, take the prophets, who spoke in the name of the Lord, as an example of being patient in the face of wrong treatment!” There are over a dozen passages in the New Testament that mention the killing of the prophets by people who the Lord expected would listen to His prophets. The duty of prophets was to speak in the Lord’s name, and the Lord often did not guarantee them protection from physical harm. He told Jeremiah, “Today I Myself have made you a fortified city, an iron pillar, and bronze walls against the whole land, against the kings of Judah, against its officials, against its priests, and against the people of the land. They will fight against you, but they will not defeat you” (Jr 1:18-19). Yet it was not easy for those prophets. Jeremiah complained, “I have been crushed because the daughter of my people has been crushed. I have been wearing mourning clothes. Horror has been taking hold of me. Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no one there who is skilled in healing? Why, then, has the healing of the daughter of my people not progressed?” (Jr 8:21-22) Habakkuk addressed questions to God when it seemed to him that the Lord did not listen, and that He seemed to favour people who were acting wickedly (Hbk 1-2). We often call Jeremiah “the weeping prophet.” The important thing for the prophets was that the people heard the Lord’s messages. The prophets had to be endure patiently. The Epistle to the Hebrews says, “Through faith, all these had good testimony given to them, but they did not receive the promise, since God had planned something better concerning us, in order that they might not be made perfect apart from us” (Hb 11:39-40). We can have a feeling of solidarity with them, but we also know that we are more richly blessed than they were, because we see the fulfilment of the promises that they gave from God in Jesus’ completed work of atonement for us.


James wrote, “We call those people ‘blessed’ who have persevered.” When we call someone blessed we rejoice that a person receive salvation in the kingdom of God together with ourselves.


James continued, “You have heard how Job persevered, and you have seen what the Lord finally brought about.” “The patience of Job” is an expression that has passed into the English language. It is not quite accurate. At least once Job cursed the day when he was born (Jb 3:1). At the end, he admitted that he had been concealing God’s purpose without proper knowledge. He rejected things he had said, and repented in dust and ashes (Jb 42:2-4). “The endurance of Job” would be more accurate than “the patience of God.” God did not, at least in the book, tell Job why he put him through the ordeal of losing all his property and his seven sons and three daughters. The men who tried to comfort him had not spoken well to him, and at the end God told Eliphaz and his two friends to take seven bulls and seven rams, go to His servant Job, and offer up a burnt offering for themselves! His servant Job would then pray for them (42:8).


Explaining why it is that righteous people suffer is a risky undertaking, and so is the attempt to prove that God is just after all. We refer to that as “theodocy.” It is far safer not to talk about the reasons why people suffer than to ask about the purposes that God may have in allowing them to suffer. We cannot often say for sure what purposes God may have in allowing suffering to come on us, but the thing to cling to is that He is dealing with us in compassion and mercy for Jesus’ sake.


The Lord gave Job a good result at the end. The Lord made Job prosperous again. He gave him twice as much as he had had before. His brothers and sisters came and comforted him and gave him gifts. He had seven more sons and three more daughters, who were very beautiful, and the Lord also gave him a long life. James gave the reason: that “the Lord is very compassionate and merciful.” God is not subject to human standards of what is right and fair. We must simply not question His justice, but cling to the truth that He is a loving and gracious God.


We see His compassion and mercy finally in His sending His Son to deal with the sin and death that has spoilt God’s good creation, by taking them on Himself. Human ways of thinking would suggest that no father should put his son through such an undertaking, and that the Father’s giving up His Son was wrong and unjust. However, God is above the commandments that He has given human beings. Jesus obediently did His Father’s will for our sakes, however. As Isaiah foretold, “Because of the anguish of His soul, He will see and be satisfied.” His suffering and death were the cost of God’s justly declaration that sinners who believe in Jesus are righteous in His sight. Jesus’ suffering and death were the ultimate demonstration of God’s compassion and mercy.


This reference to God’s compassion and mercy puts into the right perspective the concern that Christians sometimes express, that God may be punishing them for particular past sins. It is true that God punishes in this life down to the fourth generation the sins of wicked people when their children continue unrepentant. It is true that God sometimes punishes wicked people in this life, like those at the time of the great flood, those in Sodom and Gomorrah, and those in Jerusalem when the Babylonians and later the Romans destroyed the city. It is also true that sometimes God does not remove the consequences of past bad conduct. After David’s adultery with Bathsheba and murder of Uriah, God allowed Bathsheba’s child to die, because David had given the enemies of the LORD cause to show contempt. Nathan told David that trouble would come to him from his own family as a further consequence, and that happened in Absalom’s rebellion, for example (2 Sm 12:10, 14). However, in the Bible, “punish” is a very strong word, used chiefly for eternal damnation. With Christian people, the right words are “discipline,” “chastisement,” “education,” and “training.” Translations are wrong in Hebrews 12 when they use “punishment” instead of “discipline”. The point is that God’s compassion and mercy bring forgiveness, so that the sin is removed as far as the east from the west. God can, and does, use even the unpleasant results of believers’ wronging to work together for their good (Rm 8:28). God deals with His genuine children in love.


Like Job, therefore, we must look to what the Lord will finally bring about for us, life with Him for ever as His own people in endless peace and rest. We shall live in Christ’s image, in holiness and blessedness. As St Paul wrote, our present sufferings are slight in comparison with the glory that is to come. That is the reason why confidence in the Lord’s return should shape our patient endurance.


Several verses after our text, James wrote more about being smitten by misfortune or evil. “Is anyone among you suffering misfortune? Let him pray! Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise!” (Jm 5:13). When we believers suffer disappointment about other people and meet with calamity, our emphasis should not be on the distressing situation as such, but on the spiritual burden that the situation brings with it, and that drives us to prayer. In all this, we believers should be incurable optimists. In the face of all troubles, we say, “Nevertheless.” We are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. Since God is for us, who can be against us? No one can condemn us, because God declares us righteous. Jesus has risen from the dead, and is interceding at God’s right hand for us. Nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rm 8:31-39). Our true goal is eternal life with the Lord, and that puts all present suffering in its right place.


As the prophets, Job, and the first readers of this Epistle of James received strength and patience from the Lord, and will finally enjoy the end that the Lord will bring about for them, so shall we. Praise to God for His compassion and mercy! Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY IN ADVENT


O God, Shepherd of Your people, You have led Your flock in mercy throughout long years of promise. You have sustained them, and given them hope through Your Son Jesus Christ. Give us all steadfast faith in Your mercy, that we may rejoice and give thanks each passing day, and be ready for Jesus’ second coming.


In Your presence, we offer You our prayers, petitions, and thanksgiving. Forgive us our sins and wipe out our many transgressions. By Your Holy Spirit renew us with Your gracious gifts.


Open the eyes of those who are spiritually blind. Guide those who are lame and stumbling. Heal those who are diseased in their thoughts, words, and deeds. Lead all people to believe in Him whom You have sent, and to follow the things that are good, true, and lasting, and pleasing to Your Son Jesus Christ.


We pray for Your Church throughout the world. Bless all who preach and teach Your Word, that many more may come to know You as the only true God and Saviour of mankind. Rule over the hearts of all people. Guide the decisions of those in authority, and sit in the councils of the nations, that peace and justice may prevail everywhere.


Bless all who have gathered here today in Your house. Be with those of our congregation who are sick or afflicted in any way in body, mind, or spirit. Grant that in their trials they may learn of Your gracious power, and of Your readiness to help in every time of need.


Pour out Your grace on us all, that we may be enabled each day to show forth the glory of Your name, and to witness to Your saving truth in Jesus Christ, our Lord. Give us these things, and whatever else You know we need, in the precious name of Jesus. Amen.

 

