St. James, Brother of Jesus and Martyr
October 23, 2011

(Altar: Red)
ACTS 15:12-22a;  MATTHEW 13:54-58
JAMES 1:1-12
1 James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad: Greetings. 2 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trial of various kinds, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience. 4 But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing. 5 If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him. 6 But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the wind. 7 For let not that man suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; 8 he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways. 9 Let the lowly brother glory in his exaltation, 10 but the rich in his humiliation, because as a flower of the field he will pass away. 11 For no sooner has the sun risen with a burning heat than it withers the grass; its flower falls, and its beautiful appearance perishes. So the rich man also will fade away in his pursuits. 12 Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for when he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
James is a bit of a latecomer to this Jesus-as-Savior thing.

James grew up as a brother of Jesus—or actually as a half-brother.  This is not James the Apostle, of course, but James the brother of our Lord.

We don’t know how all that worked.  Scripture doesn’t give a full history on how Jesus came to have siblings.  Some church tradition holds that James would’ve been the half-brother of Jesus, a child of Mary and Joseph who came along at some point after the birth of Jesus.  Another tradition in the church says that James and the other siblings were children of Joseph, who may have been a widower, and Joseph then went and took the Virgin Mary as a wife when Mary was pregnant with little Jesus.

So we don’t know exactly how all that worked, but we do have James who in some form grew up with Jesus as his brother, and who then, later, came to have faith in Jesus as being the Son of God who takes away the sin of the world.

In this, James was somewhat a latecomer.  A bit like growing up, say, with Shaquille O’Neill as your brother, and never realizing that he could play basketball until you turned on the TV one evening and there he was in the NBA finals.

To his own town, and to his own family, Jesus did not come across as the prophet of God, but came across simply as ... Jesus.  Jesus the guy we ate dinner with, the guy who went fishing with us, the guy whose chores included cutting the weeds or clearing the ditches, or whatever it was that Jesus did as he grew up in the family with his brothers and sisters.


But this tells us something about Jesus.  Jesus shares our same flesh and blood, such that when his own brothers and sisters looked at him, they didn’t see some sort awesome figure from Heaven wielding lightening bolts of power here on Earth, they saw a brother, Jesus, who went to sleep at night just as they did, got hungry and thirsty just like they did, and who would sit back and talk with people, telling jokes, wondering about the latest news, hoping the crop would come in well this fall, or whatever else it was that was on the minds of that family and those neighbors of Mary and Joseph.

There was nothing of this worldly life, of this life of hard work and toil, of laughter and tears—there was nothing of this life that belonged to James and the rest of the family that didn’t also belong to Jesus.  Except that Jesus was without sin.

So James was somewhat a latecomer to the Jesus-as-Savior thing.


When Jesus was going around Judea and Galilee for about three years, on his way to the cross, as Jesus was sitting down and eating with tax-collectors and drunkards and sinners, as he was telling people how he was the Son of God sent to save sinners, and how he would go up to Jerusalem to suffer and die to take away the guilt of the world, James and the rest of the family found it all a bit of an embarrassment.  They would even tell people that maybe this Jesus was out of his mind. [Mark 3:21]

So James is a bit of a latecomer as Jesus has now already been crucified, has on the third day been raised up from the dead, and has already sent his Apostles out into the world to proclaim the Gospel.

Jesus is now ascended to Heaven, leaving the Apostles here on Earth to call sinners into his church, and now we find James.  No longer confused, no longer telling anyone that maybe his brother Jesus is a little out of his mind, but now recognizing that his brother Jesus is also his Savior from sin, the Son of God in the flesh who takes away the sin of the world.

And James is now considered a pillar in the church; not one of the Apostles, but one with whom they confer, and to whom the whole church looks for doctrine of Jesus and the comfort of the Gospel.


So James writes a letter to the church.  James 1:1:

James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad: Greetings. Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds.
First, he considers himself a servant of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Jesus is his Lord, he, James, is a servant—one who serves out the gifts of Jesus to those to whom he is sent.

Second, James sends the letter out to the twelve tribes—that is to the whole church, with no one left out.

Third, James says, Greetings.  In the Greek, “greetings” is a word of joy and comfort.  James writes his letter not to berate the church for everything that has been done wrong, and not to build himself up as a great pillar of the church, but to bring the comfort of the Gospel, to speak the joy of sins forgiven in Christ Jesus, to serve out the gifts of the Lord of whom James is now a servant.  Greetings, James says to the church.

And then James speaks of that joy.  James 1:2:

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds.
James knows what trials and afflictions are.  He has seen his own brother, Jesus, mercilessly killed, though innocent.  He has seen the tears of his mother.  He has seen himself, a man who didn’t even realize who Jesus was, didn’t even recognize him to be what he claimed to be, the Savior of all sinners, until very late on, and who then had even insulted his own brother—James has seen much, even in himself, that is a trial, an affliction, that would rob him of joy.

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

says James,

consider it joy.


On this Day in the Church year when the church observes the Day of St. James, Brother of Jesus and Martyr, what would James want us to remember?

Since it is the day that bears his name, maybe we should be remembering how he was martyred.  We don’t know exactly how it happened, but it seems he was stoned to death, possibly after being thrown down from the pinnacle of the Temple.  But is that the chief thing for which James would want us to remember him?  When he starts out his letter to the church, it is the note of joy: 

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds.

That encouragement to consider it joy, that comes from the Gospel of all sins forgiven.  

What is the trial, the affliction?  Even for us?

Is it guilt, even guilt like James would’ve had for insulting his own brother?  Count it as joy, says James, for all sin is forgiven, and you are guilty before God no more.  

Is it shame for seeing Jesus being hurt and doing nothing, or shame we would have for sin in which we have been enmeshed?  Count it as joy, says James.  The blood of Jesus has covered all shame, and you now stand in honor before God the Father.  

Is it a trial or affliction such as James went through in his martyrdom, or maybe the affliction of a sickness?  Consider it joy, says James.  You belong to the Lord, and the sinful world and the demons will bring affliction and trial and sickness, but you belong not to them, they cannot cast you into Hell, but you belong to Christ Jesus who has called you into his kingdom and has made you sit in the heavenly places.

Consider it joy, says James.  Whatever the trial, the affliction, count it as joy.  For you belong to the Lord who not only has taken away all sin and shame, but also who has overcome death in his own resurrection, and you belong to that.  You are his servant.  In Jesus, in his Gospel, in his forgiveness of all your sin, count it all as joy—Rejoice.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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