James 1:16-21
2094


Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers. 
Every good and per​fect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. 
He chose to give us birth through the Word of truth, that we might be a kind of first​fruits of all He created.



My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, 
for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires. 
There​fore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the Word planted in you, which can save you.


When Jesus taught us to love, He not only said, “A new command​ment I give you: Love one another,” but He went on to provide us with an example of that love, with motivation for our love, by saying, “As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” Jn13v34.  How has Jesus loved us?  “The Good Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep.” Jn10v11.  “He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree.” 1Pe2v24.  He directs us to love one another the same way.


James provides further instruction about that.  He tells us that HE GAVE US BIRTH, but he provides much information about the HE who gave us birth, about the BIRTH He gave us, and about US to whom He gave that birth.


James first of all calls Him “the Father of the heavenly lights.”  We have the privilege of calling God our Father because of His Son, our Lord Jesus, who has gained that right for us.  So we can pray to Him as Jesus did, and say, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing,” Lk23v34, or, “Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit.” Lk23v46.  So we can pray to Him as Jesus taught us to pray to Him, “Our Father, who art in heaven.” Mt6v9.

James calls Him “the Father of the heavenly lights,” that is, the One who made the heavenly lights.  Actually, the original only has the word “lights,” but then where else are there “lights” except in the sky, which is what is meant by “heavenly” here?  James is obviously talking about the sun, the moon, and the stars—those are the “heavenly lights.”  He became “the Father of the heavenly lights” when He created them on the fourth day of creation.  Actually, God had already made light on the first day when He said, “Let there be light,” but no one knows the nature of that light.  Then on the fourth day, the Father created the permanent lights to replace that temporary light.


The fact that God created the world is not taught only in the first chap​ters of the Bible, but throughout the Bible.  It is a rather basic fact, necessary for comprehending what God has to tell us in the Bible, necessary even for working with the physical world God created.  So it is not sur​prising that James refers to creation twice in this short section.  After calling God “the Father of the heavenly lights,” he goes on to speak about us being “a kind of first​fruits of all He created.”


Regarding this matter of creation, there are three attitudes taken by people today.  Some regard the Bible as true, which it is, and so creation is what really happened.  Some regard the Bible as false, and so think that evolution is what happened, without any proof of that and in spite of abun​dant proof to the contrary.  And then a third group tries to sit on the fence in between those two groups and says silly things like, “God created the world by means of evolution,” or, “The Bible tells us who created the world, but not how; science tells us how the world was made, but not who made it.”  James simply asserts the clear truth that God created the world and all that is in it during the first six days of the world’s history, something a little over six thousand years ago.


James tells us that the Father “does not change like shifting sha​dows.”  I picture being outside after sunset when the wind is blowing the leaves on the trees, so that the shadows on the ground are constantly shifting, and you can’t learn anything from them.  God is not like that.  God is very clear and evident.  The writer to the Hebrews assures us, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever,” He13v8, that is, He does not change.  Moses records these words about God, “God is not a man, that He should lie, nor a son of man, that He should change His mind. Does He speak and then not act? Does He promise and not fulfill?” Nu23v19.  God’s words to us are sure and certain and do not change.  He does not go back on His word to us.


HE GAVE US BIRTH, James writes, which is something we very much needed.  He is using the same picture language that Jesus used with Nicodemus one night in Jerusalem.  Jesus told him, “I tell you the truth, unless a man is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” Jn3v3.  When Nicodemus did not understand, Jesus explained, “I tell you the truth, unless a man is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” Jn3v5,6.  So Jesus made it clear that He was talking about baptism, especially about what baptism does for us in completely changing us.


James writes, “He chose to give us birth through the Word of truth.”  Martin Luther said the same thing in the Small Catechism, “It is certainly not the water that does such things, but God’s Word which is in and with the water, and faith which trusts this Word used with the water. For without God’s Word the water is just plain water and not baptism. But with this Word it is baptism. God’s Word makes it a washing through which God graciously forgives our sin and grants us rebirth and a new life through the Holy Spirit.”  Through the Word and water of Baptism, the Father of the heavenly lights has given us this rebirth.


He did so with a purpose, “that we might be a kind of first​fruits of all He created.”  We are not very aware of firstfruits any more, since we can go to the store and buy fresh produce every day of the year.  At least, it was fresh a few days ago, before it was transported perhaps thousands of miles to our stores.  But before we had that luxury, people understood what “firstfruits” meant.  It means the first asparagus to grow in my garden.  It means the first rhubarb to be cut.  It means that after a winter of eating last year’s crops, as stale as they might be, finally we can have something fresh and full of taste again.


God wants us to be firstfruits, that is, something completely good and pleasing to Him.  James specifies two areas here in which we are to be firstfruits for God; first, we are to shut up.  James writes, “My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.”  We are to be “quick to listen and slow to speak.”  That is not bad advice when we are dealing with other peo​ple.  Years ago, Dale Carnegie wrote a book, How to Win Friends and Influence People, in which he basically said that if you really listen to people, they’ll do anything for you.  Everyone wants to talk about them​selves, so if you let them, they’ll be so happy they’ll do whatever you ask them, sort of.


But James has a much more important, a much more substantial, kind of listening in mind.  He wants us to be listening to “the Word of truth,” that is, God’s Word.  Some people have more to say than others.  Some people are easier to listen to than others.  But no one compares to God in importance and relevance.  God speaks to our hearts in His Word.  He tells us what we are like, and He tells us what our Savior is like.  He tells us things that we need to know, along with things we can only be curious about.


But people are often so busy talking about themselves that they can’t hear any of the words that God speaks to us.  They are quick to speak and slow to listen, just the opposite of what James tells us to be.  We do need to restrain our own speaking so that our ears will receive God’s Word.  As someone has pointed out, God gave us one mouth and two ears because we need to listen twice as much as we need to speak, and there’s a point to that.  Listen to yourself sometime, and listen to God all the time.


When we listen to ourselves, we may find a lot of anger coming out of our mouths and out of our hearts.  There is a place for anger, but it remains very dangerous.  James says that “man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires,” and he is certainly right.  St. Paul issues a very difficult warning about anger, “Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold.” Eph4v26,27.  In another letter, Paul describes what comes from our sinful hearts as “hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions, and envy.” Ga5v20,21.

James also writes, “Get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the Word planted in you, which can save you.”  I would like to point out just one example of “moral filth” from our world at this time, and that is disobedience to the government.  It is morally filthy to have the idea that we can live in this country and even be citizens of this country and yet casually disobey the laws of the government God has placed over us.  It is morally filthy to haul out the excuse that we can disobey the government, and even blow up things, because our religion requires it.  True religion, God’s religion, requires obedience to the govern​ment.  “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s,” said Jesus, Mt22v21.  The apostle Paul wrote at greater length:

Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. Ro13v1,2.
(Ç_
The Father gave us birth through the Word so that we would become the kind of people He wants us to be, those who listen to Him and do what He tells us to do, not because we have to, but because our precious Savior Jesus makes us want to do these things to His glory. Amen.
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