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The Journey of Faith

A Fresh Look into the Book of James
Scripture Verses: James 1:1-5 (All verses quoted are in ASV)

We are having a fresh visit to the book of James. My prayer was for the Lord to unload me of all my preconceived notions of
what | thought | knew and that | would not come to this book wearing ‘colored glasses' that will shade everything | see. When you
wear colored glasses, what you see is not really what it actually is. This is because there have been more comments heaped upon
the book of James than any other book in the New Testament. Most of them unfortunately are unfavorable, beginning with Martin
Luther's, and | am afraid that even up to today, we are still very much influenced by him.

The most troubling point in this book to many Christians is the portion of ‘faith without works is dead' (James 2:20 KJV) and'
by works was faith made perfect' (James 2:22). It troubled Martin Luther almost 500 years ago and it is still troubling Christians
today. Although the Lord has since opened His Word more to us, | am afraid that | may still be affected and colored by the
comments | have heard in the past. So when | came to this book this time, | prayed that it would really be a fresh visit. In fact,
every time when we come to the Word of God, we must ask the Lord to give us an open heart as well as an open mind so that the
Holy Spirit will have the opportunity to speak to us afresh and that we will not be influenced by the past.

The first point | want to share is What Should Be Our Attitude When Coming to the Book of James

James 1: 1 begins with, ‘James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes which are of the Dispersion,
greeting'. Here James has introduced himself as a servant (or in Greek, a slave) of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ when he
wrote this epistle approximately between 40-50 A.D., during the time of the Roman Empire. In those days, there were Roman
citizens and there were slaves and only citizens had civil rights while slaves had none. We do not quite appreciate this today
because slavery was abolished over a century and a half ago in the US and we all have civil rights now. However, it was not so
during those times. Roman citizens (that is free men) had civil rights and slaves had none meant that slaves did not have the right
to express their own opinions. This is really important. A slave was a property, a possession, of his owner and as such, did not
possess the right to express his own opinions. If he had any, he had to keep it to himself. James' acknowledgment of himself as a
slave of God and of Jesus Christ meant that God and the Lord Jesus was his Master. So, before his Master, he had nothing of his
own opinions to express. By ascribing this title to himself he implied that what he wrote was not from him but was the expression
of the wishes of the Master. These opening words made it very clear that he was only expressing what God wanted him to. So
when we come to this book, we must be careful how we talk about it. We must see whose words these actually were. | was very
much touched that we must be careful what we say about this book.

This book was written as a greeting to the 12 tribes in the Dispersion. You may ask what has this got to do with us if it was
written to the 12 tribes that were dispersed? In Greek and the word 'tribe’ means 'a sprout’. A sprout comes from a seed that has
been put into the ground, and with the warmth and moisture in the ground, something comes out of it in due time because there is
life in the seed. Furthermore, the word 'dispersion’ means to scatter by sowing. It is not a random act of strewing some inanimate
objects on the ground but it is the sowing of seeds with life so that they may sprout. Remember, this was not James' own
description of those fellow Jews who were scattered.

James 1: 1 continues with '... to the twelve tribes which are of the Dispersion, greeting'. In other versions, the word 'greeting’
has also been translated 'rejoice’. In Greek, the word ‘greeting' means 'that may you have joy'. To put it in another way, it can be
read, 'James, the slave of God and of Jesus Christ, to the 12 tribes that were scattered, rejoice (or that you may have joy)'. Such an
opening word of this book surely must come from God and not from James, a slave. In James 1:21 he mentions the need to put
away ‘all filthiness and overflowing of wickedness', and 'receive with meekness the implanted Word, which is able to save your
souls', this meant that the Word in you will sprout as implied by the use of the adjective 'implanted’. When the Lord Jesus was on
the earth, He gave the 'Parable of the Sower' which was recorded in Matthew 13 and Mark 4. There He said the seed sown is the
Word. What is scattered that can sprout is the Word. It was not only to the 12 tribes in the Dispersion at that time, but it also to us
today that we have been scattered with the Seed of Life in us so that the Word in us can sprout.
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The Journey of Faith (continued)

We should not think that this was an accidental or random scattering of seeds. We Christians should never think that what has
happened to us was accidental or coincidental. Rather, we need to see that this was God's sovereignty and in accordance to His
good pleasure. The last 50 years, that is, in the 2" half of the 20th century, has been a tremendous time of scattering for us as
Christians who bore the Seed of Life within, especially to those of us who have migrated to the United States. With this in view,
wherever God has scattered us, we may have joy (or rejoice). When we greet our brothers and sisters in Christ from different
places, there is a joy within because we realize it was God who had scattered us.

James 1:2 says, ‘Count it all joy, my brethren, when ye fall into manifold temptations '. Some versions translate ‘temptations' as
'trials'. This book tells us that whenever we 'fall into manifold temptations (or trials), that it was God Who had scattered us and
placed us there. It is not important for us to focus on whether trials are different from temptations or that 'trials' are the difficult
situations which work out positively and 'temptations' are those that work out negatively, but rather it is important for us to see
that wherever the Lord has planted and scattered us, we need to ‘count it all joy' when trials or temptations befall us.

Romans 14: 17 says, ‘for the kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy
Spirit’. The book of James is also very much focused on the matter of joy. When we see that God is sovereign and that He has
scattered His people with the Seed of Life to sprout, then wherever we are and whenever we face trials, we can count it all joy.

James 1:3 says, 'Knowing that the proving of your faith worketh patience'. If you want to prove something, you must first have
to have it. The 'proving of your faith' simply means that you do have faith because you cannot prove what you don't have. The
word 'patience’ is also rendered ‘endurance’ in some versions. The word actually means to 'remain under'. This is the same word
that is translated ‘abide’ in John 15:4 when the Lord Jesus said, ‘Abide in Me, and | in you' and John 15:5 continues by saying, 'l
am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in Me, and I in him, the same beareth much fruit'. This word abide (rendered
patience in James) simply means to remain, just stay there. We prove our faith by counting it a joy while going through trials. We
‘remain under' to let something work out without trying to get out of it. God has planted in us with the Seed of Life in order for the
seed to sprout. James 1:4 continues, 'And let patience have its perfect work, that ye may be perfect and entire, lacking in nothing'.
When we ‘remain under' our situations until its completion, we will lack nothing.

James 1:5 says, 'But if any of you lacketh wisdom, let him ask of God, who giveth to all liberally and upbraideth not; and it
shall be given him'. This verse is quite puzzling because James just said in the previous verse that you willlack nothing. However,
James did not say if you lack faith, or if you lack endurance, or if you lack works, but rather that 'if you lack wisdom'. What does
it mean? James 3:17-18 says, 'But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, easy to be entreated, full of
mercy and good fruits, without variance, without hypocrisy. And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace for them that make
peace'. In other words, if anyone lacks this kind of wisdom, that is the wisdom that has the point of view from above, let him ask
of God.

Our human wisdom is very short-sighted and very narrow in context. But if anyone lacks the wisdom that is from above, let
him ask of God. Only God can give to all liberally the kind of wisdom with the perspective from above. | was very encouraged by
this opening word.

—NMessage given by James Chu—
(To be continued in the following issues)



