
It is Not as Bad as It Seems, I am Not as Good as I Think  
Psalm 102:1-13; James 1:9-12 

 
So this month we are reading a letter that James, the younger brother of Jesus, wrote to those 
Jewish disciples of Jesus who had fled for their lives away from Jerusalem, and now they were 
living as refugees all over Western Asia.  And in the meantime, James, Jesus’ little brother, had 
risen to become the ruling elder of the original Christian church in Jerusalem. And because 
James was not a trained rabbi like Paul, because James was not one of the Twelve who had 
followed Jesus over hill and dale, like Peter and John and Matthew, James has written us a book 
quite different from what we find in the rest of the New Testament. 
  
James was a believer in Jesus to be sure.  Late in the game, he had given himself over to love and 
learn and follow the gospel his older brother and his Savior had left for all of us to love and learn 
and follow. James even introduces himself in this letter as a “bond-slave of God and of the Lord 
Jesus Christ”.  But James did take his brother’s gospel to heart a little differently than the rest 
and he’s written us a letter in which he overlays Jesus’ gospel on ideas and notions that James 
may have first heard in the Nazareth synagogue. James has written us a book that sounds like the 
wisdom and poetry of Israel’s psalms and prophets. 
  
So we might do well to think of James’ letter as a book of gospel proverbs, a look at what 
wisdom from God looks like now that Jesus has come and the whole world is around that final 
bend into the last days, where we will all gain or lose our souls depending of what we make of 
the life and words and identity of Jesus Christ. After all, this letter is addressed to people, the 
Jewish disciples of Jesus, whose whole lives have been turned upside down because they’d 
thrown in with Christ. They are refugees spread all over western Asia.  
  
They’ve already faced temptations and made hard decisions which have cost them house and 
home and family and friends.  Some of them, it appears, have suffered a loss of status because 
their faith in Jesus had forced them to leave home and start life over far away and among 
strangers.  So James encourages them, “Let the lowly brother boast in his exaltation…” James 
writes. To be lowly in the ancient world was to be poor and oppressed in a way that modern 
western people can scarcely fathom.  Strangers in new places were barred from work and lodging 
and friendships that would have been theirs if only they’d been able to stay someplace Jewish.  
  
So a skilled Christian craftsman might find himself barred from the guild of his trade because he 
wouldn’t worship the local deity.  Believing men and women alike might have had to take on day 
work, fixing and sewing and cleaning and serving for scraps of food and rude shelter.  They 
might have landed in places where they had no standing at all, no one would greet them, or sell 
to them, or buy from or barter with them.  



  
They were at the mercy of believing or unbelieving strangers in a way that no modern 
individualist would ever want to be.  So this “exaltation” James teaches them to “boast” about 
must have seemed something between imaginary and non-existent.  What would possess James’ 
readers to think of such poverty as exaltation?  Well, only the words of Jesus from Luke’s 
gospel, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God!  Blessed are you who 
are hungry now, for you shall be fed!” Jesus promised.  
  
It turns out that the helplessness and neediness we spend our lives making sure it never happens 
to us can be a blessing if it teaches us to depend on God for what our own hands can’t make or 
find. It’s a blessing because having less and being less orients us toward God in a way that our 
own self sufficiency would never allow unless we had to because we were poor.  Which is not to 
say that poverty is easy. I think poverty is scary and bleak and hard, but in its own strange way, 
poverty is also liberating. To have to pray for necessities, to have to depend on others, to have to 
reach to strangers for help and encouragement and advice and resources, opens our hearts to God 
and to others in ways that success could never teach us.  
  
It is, in its own strange way, an “exaltation”. So James counsels his readers and us to respond to 
poverty and adversity with worship.  We should “boast” when life lays us low.  We should 
express confidence in the words of Jesus that we are “blessed” when we are poor.  We are 
exalted when we are low. Because if we endure it faithfully, adversity and temptation forces us 
into the care of God, into the presence of a Father who has loved and forgiven and adopted us as 
his own.  And there is no more exalted place to live than in the care and affections of Jesus, 
whose own love for us, whose own obedience on the straight and narrow path his Father set for 
him, teaches us to endure adversity and resist temptation when it’s our turn to walk the straight 
and narrow.  
  
Paul writes in 2nd Corinthians 8 about the Lord Jesus that “he was rich” ! From all eternity past, 
Christ was God’s only begotten! He was the Crown Prince of the Universe! Christ had 
everything,“yet for your sake,” Paul writes, “he became poor, so that you by his poverty might 
become rich”.  So James next turns his attention to the rich, to those for whom life has broken 
well. They’re far from home, but they’ve landed on their feet! So James writes them, “…let the 
rich…boast… in his humiliation, for like the flower of the grass he will pass away.”  
  
The point being, not that it’s a sin to be rich, not that we shouldn’t earn and save and spend and 
invest what we can, but rather to remember that the worldly blessings God affords us, wealth, 
comfort, place, standing, popularity are temporary gifts we cannot hold and they will fail us 
should we ever love and depend on them as we are commanded to love and depend on God. It is 
a topsy turvy kingdom Jesus has called us to serve!  
  
 



Poverty is dangerous because it can tempt us to lose hope and abandon faith in the God who 
allowed us to be poor. And success is dangerous because wealth and popularity and acclaim can 
blind us to how small and frail and sinful we are in God’s sight. Because no matter how well 
we’ve done in life, we still need God’s grace, we still have a repentance to make with God. After 
all, Jesus said, it is the meek who will inherit the earth, not the strong and capable and masterful. 
It is those willing to mourn who find comfort from God, not those who manage their lives away 
from anything that looks like the obedience and adversity and sacrifice that Jesus promised us 
would come to anyone who took up a cross and followed him. 
  
So gospel wisdom doesn’t grow from whether we’re rich or poor, lowly or successful. It grows 
from how we respond to the temptations that arise from our circumstances.  Toward the end of 
Proverbs, in chapter 30, a man named Agur penned this interesting prayer, he said, “Two things I 
ask of you, God.  Deny them not to me before I die! Remove far from me falsehood and lying. 
Give me neither poverty nor riches. Feed me only with the food I need; lest I be full and deny you 
and say, ‘Who is the LORD?’  Or lest I be poor and steal and profane the name of my God.” 
The point being that poverty doesn’t always exalt, and riches don’t always corrupt. 
  
What exalts or corrupts us is how we respond to the temptations our circumstances provoke. 
Does adversity drive us to despair, to lose hope and turn from God?  Does success entice us to 
disobedience, to think we deserve and to take for ourselves what God has forbidden? “Let the 
lowly brother,” James writes us, “boast in his exaltation.”  We should worship God, express 
confidence that he’ll care for us even though we’re lowly, even though the world thinks little and 
cares little for us.  
  
“Let the rich man,” James goes on, “boast…in his humiliation.”  Flush with success, surrounded 
by admiring friends, we should remember that no worldly success, no worldly acclaim can be 
trusted the way God’s truth and God’s love can be trusted through thick and thin.  “For the sun 
rises,” James wrote, “with scorching heat and withers the grass and its flower falls off and its 
beauty is destroyed. So the rich man will fade away in the midst of his pursuits.”  Worldly 
success is an occasion for both gratitude and humility from a believing soul.  We’re prone to get 
full of ourselves when things go well, prone to forget that we need God and Christ, family and 
church, brothers and sisters and friends just as much now as in the days we were in trouble. 
  
“Blessed is the man who endures temptation,” James concludes, “for after he has stood the test, 
he will receive the crown of life which God has promised to those who love him.”  James opened 
this letter with topsy turvy advice, he told us to “Count it all joy when you face various 
temptations, since you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance.”   We should be 
joyful when we’re tempted not because temptations are easy. Temptations are hard when we’re 
down and they’re worse when we’re full of ourselves. 
  



We should be joyful because the adversity that tempts us to despair, and the success that tempts 
us to folly both offer us a chance to get closer and more real with the God who can guide us and 
help us and sort us out either way.  Because he loves us too much to leave us the way we are, 
loves us too much to settle for the half hearted, half witted insincerity the world wants sell us as 
religion. “… the sun rises with scorching heat,” James warns his wealthy readers,  “and withers 
the grass…”. Both the commentators I consulted this week noted that James likely heard these 
words as a boy, perhaps sitting next to his brother Jesus in the Nazareth synagogue. Scorching 
heat, withering grass, falling flowers, fading beauty, it all appears both in Isaiah 40 and in Psalm 
102 which we read as a Call to Worship this morning.  
  
When I went to type Psalm 102 into your bulletins, the words began to seem strangely familiar to 
me.  And then it dawned on me!  We had studied this psalm two years ago because the author to 
the Book of Hebrews included it in his first chapter as a passage that was written about Jesus 
Christ.  So the man in our Call to Worship this morning, who sings that his “heart is struck down 
like grass and has withered”, who sings of being “a desert owl in the wilderness…a lonely 
sparrow on a housetop,” whose “days are like an evening shadow,” who sings that he has 
“withered away like grass.”  The man who has gone through all this is Jesus Christ.  
  
 Jesus is the rich man who boasted “in his humiliation, because like a flower of the grass he” 
would “pass away.”  Jesus is the man who “endured temptation” and was “Blessed”.  In James’ 
words, he stood the test and received “the crown of life which God has promised to all who love 
him.”  We learn in the book of Hebrews that Jesus was “tempted in every way as we are, yet 
without sin”.  
  
He went without food, the lonely “owl in the desert places” and told the devil, “Man does not 
live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.”  Or as Jesus put it to 
us, “Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you shall be fed!”  Jesus gave up the wealth, 
comfort, standing and acclaim that was his in heaven, and when the devil offered it back to him, 
Jesus said, “Be gone, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and serve 
him only.’”   
  
A rabbi wanted to join his entourage, and Jesus warned him off, he said, “Foxes have holes, and 
birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”  The finest husband 
who ever lived turned down the comforts of marriage and family to betroth himself to us, 
unloving and ungrateful as we so often turn out to be. He was a father to dream about, yet he had 
no children of his own because his mission was to bring us as children into the care of his Father. 
The last words of Psalm 102 promise Jesus about us, “The children of your servants shall dwell 
secure; their offspring shall be established before you.” 
  
James writes about the rich man that he “will fade away in the midst of his pursuits”.  In the 
climatic prayer of Psalm 102, the psalmist cries out, “O my God, don’t take me away in the midst 



of my days!”  People, it’s the prayer Jesus prayed at Gethsemane. “Father, let this cup pass me 
by! Yet not my will but yours be done!”  Or as James put it, “Blessed is the man who endures 
temptation, for once he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life which God has 
promised to those who love him.”   
  
The point being that, when adversity tempts us to cut loose in despair, when success and acclaim 
tempt us to reach for what isn’t ours, to fail at what God’s called us to be, we are standing on 
ground that Jesus has already conquered for us.  And the trick is not some superhuman feat of 
willpower and mastery.  The trick is taking the hit, mourning the loss, and trusting in the 
goodness and power and wisdom of Jesus to keep us on the straight and narrow and to comfort 
us in what that costs us.   
  
If any one of you lacks wisdom,” James taught us, “let him ask of God who gives to all, 
generously and without reproach.”  What James urges on us this morning is not a gospel of 
willpower, mastery and conquest. It is an invitation to trust a Savior who has felt loss and 
loneliness and despair, who knows the wants and needs that tempt us, and who trusted his Father 
to see him through the other side.  Jesus can be trusted to guide us because he’s been there before 
us and won, and he wants nothing more than to share that victory with us. 
  
The question will we trust him, sight unseen, to bear us through adversity we could never 
conquer, and temptations we could never resist without him.  Because if we will, he will make us 
like him over time. 
 


