
The Coming of the Lord is Near  
Philippians 4:2-8; James 5:7-12 

  
We both started this book in February and we will finish James’ letter in July, Lord willing, by 
talking about the passage of time. “The coming of the Lord is at hand!”, James tells us this 
morning in a letter that was written almost 2000 years ago. So James exhorts his readers and us 
after them to think and speak and live in a certain way because, he wrote, “The Judge is standing 
at the door!” 
  
And we have looked this year at the difficulty people have had, good Christians many of them, 
drawing rhyme or reason from what the apostles wrote about an invisible kingdom, no armies, no 
boundaries, no homeland, with a human king who has long since ascended into heaven and sent 
us his invisible Spirit to guide and help and change ordinary people from ordinary places into 
something holy, children of God, emissaries from heaven.  And we’ve noted that for a thousand 
years in the middle ages, the invisible, spiritual kingdom Jesus taught was all but forgotten by 
God’s people. 
  
After the destruction of Old Testament Israel and then the fall of the old Roman Empire, some 
500 years after Christ, Christians in Europe conquered and vanquished and set up their own holy 
land, not unlike old Israel.  They called it Christendom and it extended from Sicily, south in the 
Mediterranean to the Shetland Islands in the North Sea and out west to Ireland and Spain, and 
back east through Germany and Austria.  And for most of that thousand years, there was no 
single ruler in Christendom.  
  
It was a patchwork of countries and provinces and regions, each ruled by a local prince who 
claimed that our God, the Christian God, had put him on his throne, and they all looked to the 
bishop of Rome, whom they called “Papa” or “Pope” to confirm that this prince or that was the 
king God chose to rule here or there in Christendom.  Now, through those centuries, some lip 
service was paid to Christ and gospel and holiness and charity, but medieval Christendom was 
really more an Old Testament kind of place, ruled by kings and lords who took their right to rule 
from God, not unlike old Israel.  
  
And not unlike old Israel, there was an elevated caste of priests who worked hand in hand with 
the royals and the nobles to violently enforce whatever rules and boundaries they took to be 
God’s will.  So there was an eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth quality to justice in medieval 
Christendom that became particularly ruthless and vicious when the throne was endangered or 
the church was offended.  
  



The law in those days was what suited and served kings and nobles, and the truth was what 
suited and served the Popes and the church. And that economy held for roughly a thousand years 
till Constantinople fell in the 1400’s, and western Europe was flooded with old Greek 
manuscripts, New Testament gospels and letters that provided priests and scholars a fresh look at 
the story of Jesus as the apostles really told it and what they taught about the unarmed, invisible, 
multinational, multicultural, spiritual kingdom that Jesus gave his life to secure and rose from the 
dead to rule.  
  
And I said last week that Martin Luther read Paul’s words in Greek and was given by God to 
understand that grace from God, forgiveness for sins and power to change, given as a gift we 
could never earn, leading to a walk with God, a holy way of life we could never accomplish 
without Christ, grace from God was the only foundation on which an unarmed, invisible, 
spiritual kingdom could be sustained.  
  
Real Christians were not meant to physically conquer and rule the societies where God has 
sprinkled us to shine like light and taste like salt.  We were not called to be more fulfilled and 
more functional and more masterful than our inferior, unbelieving neighbors. We were called to 
grace, to devote our own bent and broken hearts, our own cracked and worn exteriors to God, 
believing in justification, that God will love and accept us as we are for Christ’s sake, and in 
sanctification, that God’s Spirit would work in our hearts, teaching us to hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, God’s way of life, guiding us to begin to learn the foreign, heavenly language of 
holiness, a language that turns us into little children in God’s care, willing to learn and bend and 
not needing to rule and dominate. Like Jesus, we learn to conquer through love and sacrifice.  
 
In 2nd Corinthians 4, Paul goes so far as to describe Christians as cracked and broken clay 
pots… with treasure inside. Paul writes that we are “afflicted…but not crushed, perplexed, but 
not…to despair, persecuted, but…not forsaken, struck down, but not destroyed.”  We are, Paul 
wrote, “always carrying in the body the death of the Lord Jesus so that the life of Jesus may also 
be seen in our mortal flesh.”  
  
The point being that the kingdom Jesus founded, unarmed, invisible, multinational, multicultural 
is by definition a paradox.  We don’t achieve it by fulfilling ourselves and mastering our 
circumstances and fixing our neighbors.  We achieve it by becoming small, trusting Christ as 
Savior and letting him be Lord and seeing and speaking to God as our Father. We don’t say to 
our neighbors, look at me, I’m kind, I’m smart, I ‘m good, be like me! Paul’s own story in 2nd 
Corinthians ends, I think, with his suffering a case of macular degeneration, his “thorn in the 
flesh” he called it. 
  



So the great apostle, who had seen visions of Christ in heaven, became blind right at the height 
of his ministry.  “Why?” Paul asked God.  And he writes that Jesus told him from heaven, “My 
grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  Paradox!  Power made 
perfect in weakness!  It is the same secret the old slave trader, John Newton, found when he 
composed and sang, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!” What 
has being a wretch to do with being saved?  ‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace 
my fears relieved.” 
  
Why would absolute, unconditional grace lead to fear? Because interwoven with God’s absolute, 
unconditional grace comes God’s absolute, unrelenting, uncompromising holiness. 
It turns out that God gives grace only to those souls who have reached for God’s holiness and 
failed and are willing to face the fact and say so.  The tax collector in the temple court from 
Jesus’ parable in Luke 18, who won’t even lift his head, won’t even look up, because he knows 
he’s got nothing going with God.  But he prays, “God, be merciful to me a sinner!” And Jesus 
said, the bad guy went home “justified”.  
  
But right in front of him in the temple court was a Pharisee, who had checked all the boxes the 
bad guy had missed, an orderly life with no hanky panky, lots of prayer and fasting, lots of 
giving, but he asks for nothing from God ’cause he thinks he’s made, done enough, prayed 
enough, gave enough.  Could’ve found grace, but he didn’t know he needed it.  So the good guy 
went home unforgiven, while the tax gatherer went home with a new lease on life.  And the 
gospels are populated with people like this.  
  
The centurion in Matthew 8 who wants his servant healed, but doesn’t want Jesus to come to his 
house.  “You! In my house? I’m a Roman, you don’t want to come to my house! I’m not worthy, 
but I know who you are.  Just say the word and my servant will be healed.”  And Jesus turns to 
the Israelites all around him and says, in so many words, “Why can’t you people find faith like 
that ?” Not worthy, but he believed Jesus could and would save his guy. A Roman who 
understood grace! 
  
The Syrophoenician woman from Mark 7 whom Jesus called a dog.  Her daughter was 
demonized, mentally ill, physically ill, but this woman was from the wrong race to be asking 
favors of an Israelite. She came from the people who gave the world Baal worship with all its 
horrors. And Jesus points it out to her.  Not to be mean, I don’t think, but to put her in a place 
where she could work her way to grace.  So Jesus said in so many words, “Miracles belong to 
Israelites, miracles belong to God’s children.  You don’t take what belongs to children and feed 
it to dogs!”  The woman came right back at him. “But even dogs get crumbs from the children’s 
table.” 
  



She knew where the Baal’s came from.  She knew she had nothing going with Israel’s God.  But 
she believed that Jesus could and would save her girl, so she owned the disgrace her ancestors 
and her religion had bought her, and Jesus healed that girl as soon as the words were out her 
mother’s mouth. “For this statement,” he said, “…the demons have left your daughter.” 
  
And I’ve told you these stories because what Paul wrote in our Call to Worship and what James 
wrote in our Scripture lesson this morning don’t hold together, don’t make much sense unless 
you put them on a foundation of grace.  Paul is writing from Rome, under house arrest, hoping 
the emperor will let him go, a letter to a congregation in northern Greece.  And prominent in this 
church are two Greek women, Euodia and Syntyche.  Women had been prominent in this 
congregation since its founding in Acts 16, and these two were particularly dear to Paul. 
  
But they weren’t getting along, couldn’t find common ground to serve the Lord together as they 
had when Paul was in the city.  So Paul reminds them that they were once a team, names 
Clement and remembers others as colleagues in the gospel, “whose names,” Paul wrote, “are 
written in the Book of Life.” Late in the Old Testament centuries, the prophets began to see and 
sing about a book in heaven in which the name of every believing soul was written, the Book of 
Life.  
  
Daniel prophesied that in the last days, people like us from everywhere would get our names 
written in God’s book and the next time that book gets mentioned is by Paul in our Call to 
Worship, and then the next time is by John in Revelation 3 and the Book of Life keeps showing 
up in John’s visions of Judgment Day in Revelation.  But Paul’s point in our Call to Worship 
was to combine grace with the passage of time.  You’re in a rough spot now, he tells them, you 
can’t get along.  But Judgment Day is coming and your names are already written in the Book of 
Life. 
  
So step one: “Rejoice in the Lord always! Again I say, rejoice!”  Step one is to count on grace, 
believe in grace and rejoice and worship in the midst of heartbreak and turmoil.  Step two, Paul 
writes: “The Lord is at hand…Let your forbearance be known to all people.” In other words, 
don’t just count on grace for yourselves, but extend it to each other.  If we’re really counting on 
grace from Christ on Judgment Day, we will live by grace in advance of Christ’s coming. How 
did Jesus say they would know we’re his disciples?  In John 13, he said, if we have love, if we 
show love, “for one another.” 
  
Stay in those hard relationships, continue to be brothers and sisters to each other when common 
ground is hard to find and we’re tempted to put each other to the curb.  Step three, Paul writes, 
pray: “Be anxious for nothing but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let 



your requests be made known to God, and the peace of God which surpasses all understanding 
will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”   
  
Peace doesn’t arise from any warmth or skill that we possess, it arises from our telling the truth 
to God, finding grace for ourselves and extending it to one another. And what James wrote to his 
readers and to us today is remarkably similar.  Oppressed and persecuted by the wealthy and 
powerful, tempted to turn on and grumble against one another, James reminds the disciples that 
God had promised them a harvest of grace: “Be patient, brothers and sisters, till the coming of 
the Lord!  See how the farmer waits patiently for the precious fruit of the earth…till it receives 
the early and the late rains. You, also be patient, fortify your hearts for the coming of the Lord is 
at hand!” 
  
The presumption in James teaching is exactly the same as Paul’s. Judgment Day is a welcome 
event for the soul who’s found absolute, unconditional grace.  And now that Jesus has lived and 
died and risen and ascended, it could come at any moment.  “The Lord is at hand!” Paul and 
James both want us to know.  
  
And their anxiety for their readers and you and me is that in being justified, receiving God’s 
grace, being forgiven and loved and possessed by God, that we would will also be sanctified, that 
we would receive from God’s Spirit that harvest of fruit, that holiness that none of us can 
manufacture without him. Because the gospel teaches on every page that God’s grace and his 
holiness come interwoven in the same package.  Skip one and you won’t find the other. 
  
We can’t earn grace and we can’t manufacture holiness, but God gives both to those souls who 
will hear and face the truth about sin, and trust Christ to love us where we are and get us 
someplace better.  People tend to think that holiness is being really, really, really pious, really 
really active, checking off a lot of boxes, mixing that perfect religious cocktail that will satisfy 
God and justify us.  
  
But in fact holiness is founded in grace. We become holy when we feel love and zeal for the God 
who gave us grace, and for the people who need grace from us in their turn, parents and siblings, 
spouses and children at home, and brothers and sisters here at church.  John wrote in his first 
letter that we love God, because he first loved us.  He went on in chapter four, “Beloved, let us 
love one another.  For love is of God and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 
He who does not love, does not know God, for God is love.”  
Holiness, moral purity is founded in grace and expresses itself in love, first for God and then for 
family and church.  
  
 


