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Christians through the ages have had a wide variety of reactions to James, this letter that the 
younger brother of our Lord Jesus wrote to the Jewish disciples of Jesus fairly early on in that 
first century after Jesus had died and risen from the dead and ascended to his Father in heaven. 
This letter might have been the first book published among all the other letters and gospels that 
would later become the New Testament in the hands of the early church.  So if you have been 
struggling to understand and accept what James has been getting at in all this talk about 
temptation, and endurance and double-mindedness and so on, you should know that you’re in 
good company. 
  
Just about 500 years ago, Martin Luther was locked up, hiding in a castle called Wartburg, and 
he decided to spend his year in hiding translating the New Testament from Greek into German. 
Luther had to hide because he was the Catholic monk whose tireless study of the Bible led him to 
conclude that all the piety and superstition the medieval Catholics had taught him would not get 
him to heaven unless he placed his personal faith and trust in what Christ had done for him, 
dying on the cross and rising from the grave. Only the blood of Christ could ever make a guy like 
Luther acceptable to a holy God, only the resurrection power of God’s Spirit could turn Luther 
into anything like what God commands us all to be.   
  
Luther read the words of Paul in Romans 1:17, “The righteous man shall live by faith.” And he 
heaved a sigh of relief that has reached down the centuries all the way to us.  Because following 
Luther we believe that it is from Christ alone that any of us gains any right to get anywhere near 
a holy God.  We believe that is through Christ’s Spirit living in us that any of us can begin to live 
out anything like what Jesus taught to be.  And with that in mind Luther was happy in his castle, 
translating all the passages where all the apostles taught that Christ alone could forgive and heal 
and change us. 
  
That is until he got to the book of James. Luther read the verse that started our passage this 
morning, “Blessed is a man,” James wrote, “who endures temptation, for after he has stood the 
test, he will receive the crown of life…”  “What?”, Luther might have said, “After he has stood 
the test?” Luther had been a monk for ten years and had spent more time in the confessional than 
anywhere else. So he probably thought, “If I could endure temptation, if I could stand the test, 
what would I need Christ for?”  
  



And Luther actually did say, “James is an letter of straw! I wanted to tear it out of my Bible and 
throw it in my wood stove!” So reading James put Luther in the dark because he didn’t think to 
ask “Who is the poor man in James who boasts about being exalted?  Who is the rich man who 
boasts about being humiliated? Who is the blessed man who endures and earns a crown of life 
because loves God?”  
  
And the answer is that in the background of James’ words in this passage is Psalm 102 which we 
know is about Christ because the author to the Hebrews says so in his first chapter.  So the poetry 
we read in James last week, “The sun rises with scorching heat and withers the grass, and its 
flower falls off and the beauty of its appearance perishes.  So the rich man will pass away in the 
midst of all his pursuits.”  
  
All the poetry James uses here is taken phrase by phrase from what Psalm 102 prophesies about 
Christ.  Christ was lowly…and exalted  Jesus tells us in Luke’s gospel that he had “no place to 
lay his head”, but by the end of Luke’s story, Christ is rising through the clouds to a place at his 
Father’s right hand. Christ, the lowly brother who was exalted!  And Christ was rich…and 
humiliated.  Paul writes about Jesus in 2nd Corinthians that “though he was rich, for your sakes 
he became poor, that you by his poverty would become rich.”  So the lowly brother who’s 
exalted, who rises is Christ, the rich brother who’s humiliated, who goes down is also Christ.  
But most importantly of all, the blessed man “who endures temptation, and after he has stood 
the test receives the crown of life which the Father has promised to those who love him,” who do 
we think that is?  
  
“Not me!” said Martin Luther. We know from Luther’s life story that temptation more often than 
not landed Luther in the confessional, telling a sad story to some other priest. So who is the 
blessed man who endures?  Have you and I endured temptation without sin? Don’t think so! 
Have we stood the test without faltering or failing?  Not me! Have we earned a crown of life? 
Do we love the Father anything like Jesus loved the Father.  People. The blessed man who 
endured temptation in the desert, who stood the test at Gethsemane, who received “the crown of 
life” one Sunday morning early, who loved his Father and proved it by obedience, the blessed 
man is Christ.  
  
Poor Martin Luther.  James didn’t come out and say it!  He left it between the lines. Good Jewish 
boy, James thought we would remember Psalm 102.  But Luther didn’t remember so Luther 
thought James was telling him to hang in there, stand firm, earn the crown, love the Father.  
  
And all Luther could think was “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.” He was an honest man, couldn’t pretend 
he was better than he was.  But where James really wanted us to go in this passage was to the 
words Jesus spoke on his way to Gethsemane: “I am the Vine.” Jesus said, “You are the 



branches. He who abides in me and I in him, he bears much fruit.  For apart from me you can do 
nothing.”  
  
So in the face of temptation, James is pointing us to the Savior, the blessed man, and inviting us 
to go where Christ is and make our stand with him, in him. If we’re with Christ, we do endure. 
If we lean on Christ, we do stand the test. Faith alone in him will get us a crown of life. It is in 
abiding in Jesus that we learn to love the Father.  So the key to withstanding temptation is that 
we do with the Savior.  It is Christ himself who is the antidote to all the don’t do’s that will eat 
us alive if we don’t lean on Christ. So it is to the character of God James points us to when 
temptation is on the rise.  
  
“Let no one say, when he is being tempted,” James writes, “I am tempted by God.”  Because 
God’s character is the first place the devil will go when he wants to take us down.  What did the 
Serpent say to the woman in Genesis? “Did God say you can’t eat from any tree in the garden?” 
The stingy old tightwad!  The first step that leads us toward what is forbidden is to imagine that 
God has left us short.  
  
How many of us have done something desperate and wrong in a bad moment because we didn’t 
believe God wanted us happy, didn’t think God cared about our pain and loneliness and 
frustration. So we reach for what God forbids, we imagine that someone else loves us more, 
understands us better.  But James tells us not to go there, he said, “God cannot be tempted with 
evil, and he himself tempts no one.”  Life isn’t hard because God is playing some cruel and 
heartless game.  We shouldn’t blame God for the discontent and restlessness that rises up in our 
hearts. 
  
James teaches us that we’re the ones who are maladjusted. He writes, “ …each person is tempted 
when he is lured away and enticed by his own desire.” Now desires are a tricky business because 
in the first place desires are God-given. We were made as finite creatures who by definition are 
dependent on God and others to be complete.  What did God say about Adam in the Garden?  “It 
is not good for the man to be alone.”  So physical and emotional and spiritual wants and needs 
are not by definition evil.  
  
It says about every creature in Psalm 104, “These all look to you, God, to give them their food in 
due season. When you give it to them, they gather it up, when you open your hand, they are filled 
with good things. When you hide your face, they are dismayed; when you take away their breath, 
they die and return to dust.” So God made us to look to him, depend on him for the things we 
want and need, but the pay dirt is in what the psalmist says next. “When you send forth your 
Spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the ground.”   It was the ground that was 
cursed when Adam was led by his desires to reach for what God had told him he could not have. 



And so Psalm 104 is urging us to look to God for our ordinary needs but also, more importantly, 
to trust his Spirit to renew, to make up for what the curse has taken from us.  
  
It follows that to want and need and desire is not in and of itself wrong. The problem here is that 
the Fall and the Curse have broken us, have introduced a level of want and need and 
disillusionment that tempts us not to trust God to send his Spirit to renew what is bent and 
broken and wanting in our lives.  Remember what Jesus said in John’s gospel, he said, “ The 
thief, [the devil] comes to steal and destroy, but I came so that they might have life and have it 
abundantly.”  
  
So the question becomes, “Will we believe Jesus’ words and stay within the boundaries his 
commandments and covenants draw for us?  Or will we despair of God’s promises and satisfy 
our wants and needs with what God forbids?” Because it is then, James teaches, that our desires 
become our enemy.  It is then that “desire when it has conceived, gives birth to sin, and sin, 
when it is fully grown, brings forth death.”  God-given desires are not wrong in and of 
themselves.  We all want to be fed and clothed and loved and held and respected.  
  
And there are legitimate ways for us to gain these things in God’s design.  But God has 
commanded us by his grace, in his Spirit to govern our desires and not to be led and enslaved by 
them to go and do and become what he has forbidden.  Desire has “conceived”, James teaches 
us, when we allow what we want and need to set our agenda over and against what God 
commands.  
  
And we should note that conception at first seems to be a small thing.  The day a mother 
conceives, she could walk down the street and no one would know to look at her that anything 
important has happened. But conception doesn’t stay small, give it time and it evolves into the 
chaos and drama of childbirth, and give it more time and now you are looking at someone, or in 
the case of sin, something too big and strong and fast to control.  
  
I told the children that Judas began to betray Jesus the day he took a coin from the disciples’ 
money bag. Because now he had something to conceal, now whatever thoughts and feelings he 
felt justified his action began to put distance between him and the people he stole from.  Because 
sin fractures, sins complicates and bends what might have been straightforward and healing and 
true. 
  
Because what the Father wants is straightforward and healing and true no matter what the devil 
tells us. So James writes “Don’t be deceived, my beloved brothers and sisters!”, he writes, 
“Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom 
there is no change or shifting shadow.” When life is hard, when relationships break, and tragedy 



touches us, James wants us to remember the uncomplicated love and purity of the Father whose 
own Son endured temptation and change and shifting shadow so that we could be free of it one 
day. 
  
But that requires us to open our minds and hearts to a love and a holiness that is foreign to our 
fallen experience, a way of life beyond what human logic and practice could ever arrive at apart 
from God’s Word and his Spirit and Christ.  So we find ourselves like Luther, standing in front 
of the wood stove, our Bibles open, staring at commands that we can’t make work, and promises 
that don’t seem real.  By way of a postscript I should tell you that Luther never did tear James 
out of his Bible and throw it into the stove.  He didn’t understand it, but he knew it was the Word 
of God, so he left it in his Bible and wrestled on with things he couldn’t really understand. 
  
Remember Jacob who on the border of the Promised Land in Genesis wrestled all night with 
God, and was badly injured but he wouldn’t let God go, wouldn’t travel home till he knew he 
had God’s blessing. No one engages with the love and purity and wisdom of a holy and 
Almighty God without having to wrestle with commands and promises that seem beyond us. 
And the sign of a true believer is that he doesn’t give up on God or God’s people when the 
wrestling gets hard.  
 


