James 1:1 Sermon: Scattered Servants

Let’s Pray: Holy God and Father, we come as your servants to you. We, your people, have
been scattered over time and over the whole world. We pray that though we are scattered,
that we would find grace as we walk in our pilgrimage back to you through this life. Help us
as we stumble. Give us strength for our journey through this life. Whether we are just
starting in our walk with you, or we have known you for many years. Let our foot not
stumble. Let our lives show your beauty and holiness that all may be drawn to you, and we
may live lives wholly unto you. Amen.

Today we start our new sermon series on the book of James. To do so, we will begin by
simply looking at the first verse. We won’t go verse by verse through the whole book, but
today | thought it a good idea to simply get our bearings by looking at who wrote this, who
he is writing it to, and, especially, why he is writing this book as Scripture for all God’s
people.

Even in this first verse, we get a sense of the gospel. So, even if you’re a visitor this morning,
and won’t hear the rest of the series, it is still very worthwhile. Everything from who James
is, to who the people he is writing to, to why he is writing the letter, tell us about the power
of God for the salvation of all who believe.

James begins his letter saying:

“James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes scattered among
the nations: Greetings.”

This is the Word of the Lord.

Near the end of the Second World War was an event which we commonly call D-Day. I’'m
sure all of you are familiar with it, seeing it in Saving Private Ryan or Band of Brothers. It
signaled the coming end of one of the most horrific times in human history.
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For the 82" and 101t airborne, American, British, and Canadian Paratroopers, D-Day was
absolute chaos. They were supposed to be sent ahead of the invasion to secure bridges,
disrupt German communications, and block reinforcements from reaching the beaches
where the infantry would be deployed.’

However, what happened was through heavy clouds of anti-aircraft fire almost all the
paratroopers missed their drop off zones. Some landed kilometers away from where they

"You can find a nice and easy to read account of this in Stephen E. Ambrose, D-Day: June 6, 1944: The
Climactic Battle of World War Il. (Simon & Schuster, 1994), 278-340.



were supposed to. Many of them were left in groups of two or three, and had to try and
figure out how to reach their objectives with far less resources than originally intended.
From the general’s perspective, this would look like the beginning of a massive failure.

One trooper, Private James O. Eads of the 82" airborne, had a nice and soft landing into a
huge pile of manure.? Compared to some other troopers who landed braking ankles on
roots, or were shot at suspended in trees, this was at least a mixed blessing. While trying to
get his parashoot off, he saw three Germans rushing at him. “Out of the frying pan, into the
latrine, and now this!” he said. While his rifle was still strapped to himself, he was able to
get two of the three with his .45, and with one bullet left got the last one at his feet.

After this, he heard a German machine gun firing at him, and he buried himself in the
manure. He heard a loud bang, and the firing stopped. After cutting himself free from his
parashoot while buried in the manure, he crawled out of the pile, and found two of his
fellow Americans telling him how they got the machine gunner with a grenade. After which
they said, “holy cow—you stink!”

What began as failure, with paratroopers scattered all over the place, ended up being a
huge blessing. These small, improvised groups completely confused their enemy. The
Germans assumed that a much larger group of paratroopers must have come, as they were
being attacked from many different angles over a large area. It was due to their being
scattered that they were so effective.

This is the situation of the church at the time of James writing his book. All the old and
established ways of doing things are out the window, and the church looks like it is going to
crumble out of persecution and disunity.

James’ church was disorientated, like a paratrooper a kilometer off his drop zone. God’s
people once knew how to live, follow God’s law like all those around them. But now, Jesus
has rose from the dead, and everything seemed turned upside down. Persecution is
causing these new Christians to flee all over the empire, but God has a plan, and his sight
was better than the American generals on D-Day, as he knew exactly what would come
from this.
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I am convinced that the letter of James is the oldest book in the New Testament. There is no
way to tell for sure, but it seems to me that what we are reading in this special kind of letter,
is something that was put on the heart of one of the earliest leaders in the Church.

2 |bid., 301.



And what do we see in this earliest of documents? We find a pastor trying his best to get the
church to follow Jesus in their everyday lives. The gospel makes a real difference in the way
we live. So, who is this pastor? Well, he is someone very special.
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This letter begins with a name, “James.” Nothing else, no apostleship, no other title.

While there are several James’s in the New Testament, this James is almost certainly the
one known as Jesus’ brother. It appears that during Jesus’ life, James did not follow Jesus,
but upon encountering Jesus risen from the dead (which Paul records in 1Cor.15:7), he is
converted.
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James was the pastor in the Jerusalem church from AD 44 to AD 62. This is only a decade
after Jesus’ resurrection. We see him in Acts, importantly presiding over the Jerusalem
council, probably around AD 49. This is where they decided how the church would include
the new gentile converts who are coming in from Paul’s missionary journeys.
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We also have a couple of interesting bits of information from outside the Bible about
James. The Jewish historian Josephus records that James was called to make the ultimate
witness as a martyr, dying by stoning. That James is recorded as a martyr is all the more
fascinating considering he is one of the withesses to his brother’s resurrection.
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In the 1970’s there was an amazing archeological discovery of an ossuary (basically a
container for bones). On the ossuary, it says in Hebrew, “James, son of Joseph, brother of
Jesus.” The ossuary is dated to the first century, and the patina found in the inscription is
consistent with that on the ossuary itself. There has only been one other ossuary found with
an inscription naming a brother, so it indicates that this person was of some prominence.
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Ask yourself, would someone who famously denied Jesus being the Messiah in life, who
knew him better than anyone else from a young age, whose testimony to encountering
Jesus becomes so popular that Paul references it in his letter to the Corinthians, who
becomes a leader in this persecuted church, and eventually dies for his faith in a horrible
way, would he do this for a lie?



No way! This is impossible. James encounter with Jesus changed him deeply, and he was
willing to die for it, and he was willing to conform his whole life to this faith. Encountering
his brother risen from the dead changed him deeply. That is what this book is all about, how
to live the life of faith.

James, a leader in this new movement, is seeking to do something very basic to what it
means to be Christian. He is giving a vision of what the Christian life looks like. He is the
general giving instructions to his people even though they are scattered like a D-Day
paratrooper.
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James knew that this life would not be easy. He watched his brother die, and raise again.
He watched his friends die in persecution. Many of those who lived had to flee as refugees,
dispersed all over the Empire. His life was always under threat as a leader of a group of
growing followers of Christ, who happened to be his brother.
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In answering what a Christian life looks like, James had to deal with a particular problem.
The Old Covenant law had been fulfilled in Christ. The temple curtain was torn in two, and
so God’s people would now relate to him in a different kind of way. Even after two thousand
years of Christian tradition, we are still figuring out how to apply God’s word to our lives
today. How a Christian relates to God’s law in our context is a perennial question.
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There was also another wrench in the gears, one that we see James addressing in Acts.
More than Jesus fulfilling the law, now it appears that God is opening the doors for the
Gentiles to come in. God’s people would not simply be defined by a certain lineage, coming
from Abraham, but they would be defined by sharing Abraham’s faith, which was always
more important anyways.

James even speaks about this reality right here in this first sentence. He calls the new
fledgling church, “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations.” This is who we are today,
God’s people scattered over the earth, among the nations. And just like a D-Day
paratrooper, what looked like a big problem to the first church, ended up becoming a
wonderful opportunity.
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In Acts 11:19-21, Luke says, “*Now those who had been scattered by the persecution that
broke out when Stephen was killed traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and



Antioch, spreading the word only among Jews. 2 Some of them, however, men from
Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the
good news about the Lord Jesus. ' The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of
people believed and turned to the Lord.” Jewish believers had been “scattered” as far as
Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch because of persecution, seen especially in the stoning of
Stephen. This scattering is for a purpose. So that God could bring the gospel to the nations.
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However, there is a deeper sense to those who are scattered. That is, just as these
Christians were scattered all over the world, away from their physical homes, Christians in
general are scattered in this world, in anticipation of our true homeland with God. We are
scattered, and waiting to be collected together.

This is what it means to be a Christian, to be a pilgrim on the way to God’s final salvation
when he comes again in glory. We are now scattered, but will one day be collected. This
vision gives James the perspective to teach the church how they are to behave in this world
as we are still scattered.
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As James speaks to twelve tribes scattered, he shows that his intention in this letter is not
to simply transform individuals, or to change the whole of society, but the formation of a
counter-cultural community, which lives out an alternative way to live in expectation of the
coming of God’s Kingdom.?

Most of the book is about how people in the church are to get along with each other. It
assumes that being a Christian it isn’t something you can do on your own, it is something
that must be done in a community. Today it needs to be emphasized, as we can imagine
ourselves simply reading the Bible on our own, watching a service online. We are scattered,
but we are called to be together, and have a duty to do so to the greatest extent possible. To
neglect God’s people, is to neglect the Christian life.
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To live the Christian life is to do so in a way that defies the way the world is structured. This
is why, even though James is a leader in the church, a brother of Jesus, and has the
authority to send out a letter like the one he does, he simply refers to himself as a “servant.”
Not any mere servant, but “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ...” This is his title.

3Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, ed. D. A. Carson, Second Edition., Pillar New Testament Commentary
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2021), 48.


https://ref.ly/logosres/pntc80jam2?ref=Page.p+48&off=689&ctx=inant+society+%E2%80%A6+but+~the+formation+of+a+c

He does not add that he is an apostle, that is reserved for the twelve, who have a special
calling from God.

That is an interesting thing to call himself, considering he was the literal brother of Jesus.
He does not say, “listen up everyone, | knew Jesus when we were children, | am the boss,
so sit down and listen,” rather calls himself a “servant.” Throughout the whole book James
will constantly refer to other members in the church as “brothers and sisters,” doing so
some 16 times, and yet he does not seek to place himself above them as Jesus’ literal
brother.
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Maybe he remembers Jesus’ stern saying, “Who is my mother, and who are my

brothers?” ° Pointing to his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers. 3°For
whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.” Maybe
back then, he hated Jesus for saying this, but now he recognizes that it was for his good.

We too might think that the church is primarily a place for family ties. If the primary thing
that keeps you here is family, that’s a serious problem. While there is something to praise
God for in a faithful family, who all serve God together in a church, our proper family is not
our blood ties, but those who do the will of our Father in heaven. We are all together
servants of our Lord. James, the brother of Jesus, included.
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He is a leader, and a servant. This is what leadership looks like in the church. | am properly
a “minister of the Word.” Minister means servant, and that describes my role best. Yes, | am
a “pastor,” a shepherd of God’s sheep, but | am to shepherd by administering God’s Word to
his people. | do not have any authority outside God’s Word, but am a servant to it, drawing
others to the same servitude.

If you do not want to be a servant of the Lord, of God’s Word, you cannot be a Christian,
there is simply no other way, and the church’s leadership must emphasize that in their own
practice. This servant leadership is emulating none other than James’ brother Jesus
himself. And James’ reverence to Jesus is clear from the first lines on

This is how you would expect someone to act if they had encountered the risen Christ, after
he went around healing people, feeding thousands, walking on water, and most importantly
doing so while he was forgiving sins and proclaiming himself to be God and dying and rising
for our salvation. James attests to this, and it changes his whole life, and he is calling for it
to change ours too.



So, even if we feel like we are totally scattered, maybe even neck deep in a pile of manure
with Germans firing at us, know that this scattering is a part of God’s plan. That he is calling
us to serve him through this so that he can bring all his people to him; all those scattered
over time and space, to live lives transformed by faith in him.

Throughout the whole book, while we are a scattered people, James keeps reminding the
church to not be divided. That is, to not proclaim Jesus as their saviour, but not their Lord. If
Jesus is Lord, we are the servant. No matter who we are, or what kind of pedigree we have,
we are all called to serve the Lord.

| invite you all to go and read James’ letter to us, the scattered servants. Even if you’re not a
member here, and are just visiting because of the Joyful Noise choir, this is God’s Word to
you. | look forward to going deeper into it in the coming weeks.



