16th Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 20)
September20, 2009

Jeremiah 11:18–20

James 3:13—4:10

13Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom. 14But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be false to the truth. 15This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 16For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice. 17But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere. 18And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.

1What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you? 2You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. 3You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. 4You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God. 5Or do you suppose it is to no purpose that the Scripture says, “He yearns jealously over the spirit that he has made to dwell in us”? 6But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, “God stands against the arrogant, but gives grace to the humble.” 7Submit yourselves therefore to God.  Stand against the devil, and he will flee from you. 8Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.

Mark 9:30–37


James 4:7-10
 6 But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, “God stands against the arrogant, but gives grace to the humble.” 7  Be subject therefore to God.  Stand against the devil and he will flee from you. 8 Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9 Be miserable and mourn and weep; let your laughter be turned into mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 Humble yourselves at the face of the Lord, and He will exalt you.
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Stand against the devil, 

James tells us, 

and he will flee from you.

Can it be that easy?  There’s got to be more than that.  And is this the same James we read about in the 9th and 10th chapters of Mark, the Apostle James who was caught out plotting with John so that they could both set themselves above the other Apostles?: Mark 10:37:

James and John, the two sons of Zebedee, came up to Jesus, saying, "Teacher, we want You to do for us whatever we ask of You." 36 And He said to them, "What do you want Me to do for you?" 37 They said to Him, "Grant that we may sit, one on Your right and one on Your left, in Your glory."

Is that not of the demons, to try to set yourself over others?  Has James no ability himself to stand against the devils and their temptation to arrogance?  What can James possibly mean when he tells us, 

“Stand against the devil, and he will flee from you”?

How do you stand against the devil?

It could almost sound as by shear force of will a man is supposed to say to the devil, No.  If the devil says, Go left, you go right.  If the devil says, Place yourself over others, you set yourself as a servant.

Stand your will up against the will of the demons, and say, No.  It’s a matter of shear force of will.  It’s a Charlie Daniel’s theology, where a young man can show up in Georgia and face himself up to the devil, and set the evil one to flight.

In the old Charlie Daniel’s country song, 

The devil went down to Georgia, 

and he was lookin’ for a soul to steal/

he was in a bind, cause he was way behind/

and he was willin’ to make a deal.

So the devil makes a bet with this boy Johnny, a fiddle player—they’ll both play their fiddles, and if the devil is better, he gets Johnny’s soul.  If Johnny is better, he gets this fiddle, made of gold.

We know how the song goes.  Johnny stands against the devil and beats him, gets the gold fiddle, and the devil, humiliated, flees.  

“Devil, just come on back if you ever want to try again/”

says Johnny,

“cause I’m the best there’s ever been.”

“Stand against the devil, and he will flee from you.”


[James 4:7]

An act of shear force of will.  Arrogance.  To depend upon your own force of will, to turn to your own ability, is that not the highest form of arrogance?  The opposite of humility?  James 4:6: 

“God stands against the arrogant, but gives grace to the humble.”

If we will stand against Satan by the pure force of our will, if we will resist the devil by our own volition, the demons will rejoice.  Not flee, but rejoice!

For our will, our volition, is this not all given over to sin?  Are we not in our sinful flesh, such that our own will is nothing but self-serving, and all our acts and decisions are nothing but a pile of dirty rags before the face of God?

What could make the demons rejoice more than a bunch of sinners pretending that they could stand against the demons by an act of will?  Is there anything more demonic, more arrogant, than opposing the demons with the will of sinful man.  It is sin doubled, sin squared, to elevate the human will to such a height that it can supposedly defeat the demons.  

Ephesians 6:12:

For we are contending not against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, against the cosmic forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realm.
That’s what this is about.  Satan is our enemy.  The demons are those trying to kill us.  Will we contend against them by flesh and blood, by shear force of our own will, when we ourselves are given over to the darkness in our own sinful flesh and blood?  How will that not only compound the problem?  How will victory ever come of that? 


James gives a different way.  When James says,

Stand against the devil and he will flee from you, 
we dare not hear these words without hearing them in context, without hearing what James says before them and after them.

Before James tells us to stand against the devil, he first tells us this:

Be subject to God.
To be subject to God is the language of faith.  It is the language of having the understanding and the confidence that you stand where you stand because God has placed you there.  You are in subjection, you are in proper placement, in order to receive gifts from your God.

No one standing in subjection can be arrogant, can try to live from a shear act of will.  To be put into a place, to be standing in subjection, is to know that the Lord is God, and he has made you, and he has redeemed you, and you belong to him and stand before his face, and you receive all good gifts from his hand.

To be subject to God is to not be subject to your own arrogance and to the demons.


But how will that work?

If we are in our sinful flesh, and if sinful flesh is by very definition subject to sin and the demons, then how are we released from the guilt of our sinful flesh, from subjection to the principalities of the demons, and from the arrogance of our own heart?

James 4:8:

Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded.

Cleansing sinful hands, that is the work and the gift of the Gospel.  Purifying hearts, removing guilt, covering our shame, that is the work and the gift of the Gospel.  Drawing near to God that he draws near to us, that is the work and the gift of the Gospel, calling, gathering, and enlightening sinners as they are forgiven of all sin and reconciled to God.  It is all the work and gift of the Gospel.

The Gospel is Jesus Christ shedding his blood for sinners.

The Gospel is Jesus coming to us, distributing this Body and Blood as a free gift, cleansing our hands and purifying our hearts.

The Gospel is Jesus drawing near to the sinner to save.

It is Jesus as he walked into the towns of Galilee to eat and to drink wine with sinners, to touch the lepers, to heal the blind, so that as Jesus drew near to the sinners, the demons fled.

It is Jesus drawing near to us, to our families, to give us his Body and Blood, to forgive our sins, so that as Jesus draws near to us, the demons flee.

The Gospel is, Jesus doing that which we cannot: forgiving sin, cleansing sinful hands, purifying hearts.  And delivering us out of the kingdom of the demons who hold our sins against us, and into his marvelous light of grace and mercy.


Stand against the devil, 

James tells us, 

and he will flee from you.

Well it’s not as if we can stand against the devil by the force of our own will; we’re not, after all, contending against flesh and blood.  And it’s not as if we can stand against the devil by simply going down to meet him in Georgia, or in any other place or any other activity for that matter.

It is a matter of knowing where we stand before our God.  According to Law, we stand convicted, we stand trying to survive by our own force of will, we stand as those who are arrogant enough to believe that we can defeat the demons.  According to the Law, we are destroyed.

But it is a matter of knowing where we stand before our God in the way of the Gospel.  

In the Gospel, we stand cleansed and purified, we stand as those humble and in subjection to the God who saves us, we stand in the humility of fleeing to our God for every good gift and for escape from the principality of the demons.  In the Gospel, we are made to stand, and we live.

And that’s when the devil flees; that’s when the demons are cast out—at the word of Gospel.  For the Gospel releases all sins, and where sins are no longer retained, our consciences are cleansed, the demons have no accusation to hold against us, and Satan himself is put to flight.

The Gospel is, Your sin is forgiven.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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