James 5:7-11 - Faithful Patience

Here we have almost come to the end of the book of James, to the middle of the last
chapter, where James, the brother of our Lord, teaches us to be patient.

James’ call to be patient comes right after a scathing rebuke of the rich in society. It seems
the rich are oppressing the small churches that scattered the Roman Empire in the time
when James was writing. James offers an encouragement, that God will one day judge
these rich for their oppression, but now James calls the church to be patient until God’s
judgement finally comes.

Let’s hear what he has to say in James 5:7-12:

“Be patient, then, brothers and sisters, until the Lord’s coming. See how the farmer waits
for the land to yield its valuable crop, patiently waiting for the autumn and spring rains.
8You too, be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near. °Don’t grumble
against one another, brothers and sisters, or you will be judged. The Judge is standing at the
door!

9Brothers and sisters, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the prophets
who spoke in the name of the Lord. ' As you know, we count as blessed those who have
persevered. You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen what the Lord finally
brought about. The Lord is full of compassion and mercy.”

This is the Word of the Lord.

Patience is a...virtue... a fruit of the Spirit even! This is something we have all heard a
thousand times from our parents. Probably said to our children (if we have them) equally as
many times as we heard it. It is an important reminder, as we are all inclined to be
impatient.

Patience is something that is almost universally recognized as a good thing. It gives us an
ability to center our desires and focus on what is important. It helps us to push through
difficulties and not be impulsive. It helps us set goals and delay gratification to achieve
greater ends. Without patience, we might abandon a greater good in the distance in favour
of some immediate pleasure.
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A student is given a violin not for the sounds she makes when she first gets it, but for the
sound she will make when she masters it. In the process, she learns to trust her teacher, to
see the value of discipline, and to even learn to love the beauty of intricate music. Patience,
through all of that, is a requirement, and one that must be learned; nobody is born with it.
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While we universally recognize patience as a virtue, our culture seems to be doing
everything in its power to take this virtue from us. Our world is one of immediate
gratification. My coffee must be made immediately and exactly how | want it. My TV must
bend to my schedule, why should | have to wait for another episode in a week, | want to
watch it all now! Why even watch a full episode of something, when | can simply scroll
endlessly through 20 second videos, beating my attention span to a pulp. These kinds of
things, while convenient distractions, warp our minds to self-centeredness and
impatience.

Thankfully, those of us who live in the frozen tundra of northern Alberta still are forced to be
patient through a seemingly never-ending winter. Not sure if our technologies can deal with
that.
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As Christians, we too see the value of patience, but for slightly different reasons. Christians
have the ultimate delayed gratification, as James says, we wait “until the Lord’s coming.”
While those in the world might have other goals for their patience, even spiritual ones like
inner peace, for Christians, the goal is bringing glory to God. While for the world the way of
becoming patient might be detaching oneself from the world, for Christians, it is loving God
and his salvation in hope. For the world, patience is guided by human reason, for
Christians, it is guided by faith. Faith in God’s goodness, in his providential care for us, and
in his ultimate good plan for our lives.

For Christians, as we see from this passage, being patient is not being passive. There is an
action expected of us in our patience, like the patience of an endurance race.

For the churches that James is speaking to, those who are a part of the new Christian
movement, patience was particularly in persevering through the persecution and
uncertainty of being a part of the newly founded church. They didn’t know what was
coming. They didn’t know that one day Christianity would be the biggest religion in the
world and that the letter they just received from James would be printed in every language
and more than any other piece of writing. They were just scared in a small group scattered
all over the Roman Empire.

The example that James gives to illustrate this is one that is familiar to many around here.
That is, the church, waiting for Jesus, is like a farmer waiting for the fruit of his crop. In fact, |
think that one of the symptoms of people living in cities, rather than farms, is that they do
not learn this kind of patience, depending on God. For most of human history, three
quarters of the population were subsistence farmers at various levels. It is only since the



industrial revolution that we see vast urbanization. There are of course many benefits to
that change, but there are costs as well. Farming teaches a person to trust God, as they
recognize how little control they have over the process.
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This analogy serves at many levels. First, like a farmer, the church is notin complete
control of what happens with their crop. In some ways, plants grow by themselves. We do
not pull them out of their seeds with tweezers but give them the opportunity to utilize their
potential. We can’t speed the process up; we must wait for the growth to take place. As
James points out, we all wait for the spring and summer rains. We must persevere with less
until the food or profit from the harvest comes.

On the other hand, if seeds aren’t put in the ground, nothing will happen. If they aren’t
fertilized, if they do not properly prepare the ground, if they do not weed the ground... You
know these things better than me. That is to say, we play our part, but God is in control of
the whole. In this sense, we could do everything right in planting and preparing, but if they
weather, or the ground, is no good, nothing will happen.

Again, patience is not sitting around doing nothing, but actively waiting, preparing for what
God will do, like a farmer, it is perseverance. In this sense, patience is the day-to-day
experience of faith.
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The main thing that James mentions about being patient as we wait for the Lord, is not
grumbling against one another in the church. Remember what James warned against the
power of the tongue, and how it could destroy or lead.

Many people in the church often do not recognize just how detrimental to the church
grumbling is. They typically will just brush it off as a small thing, a picadillo. Grumbling
takes the wind out of the sails of the mission of the church. That is because grumblingis a
sign of a lack of faith. It shows that you don’t actually think that God is working through
those around you, and so you think poorly of God’s church. It shows that you don’t actually
believe that his means of grace will affect the change he promised they would. When you
think poorly of God’s church, you’re not going to be keen to promote it to those around you,
and so it will not flourish, the gospel flounders.

Slide 9

The word that James uses recalls Israel wandering in the wilderness after the Exodus. In
this time, God’s people were constantly complaining to him about not having water, or
food, or meat, or leaders... This grumbling would become a hallmark of a lack of faith, and



itis this grumbling that causes Israel to miss out on God’s gift of the promised land, just as
it might cause many around us to miss heaven!
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Grumbling then depletes Christ’s church. It is the sin of doubt. If we are saved by grace
alone through faith alone, then the church is damned to struggle when that faith is replaced
with grumbling and complaining. The gospel is something to be proclaimed, grumbling is
the proclamation of an anti-gospel.

| heard one pastor talk about grumbling like a black mold in a church. You might not notice
it at first, but after a while it makes everyone sick. Like mold, it deteriorates the structure,
and if it gets bad enough, it might even cause the whole building to need to come down. It
is then imperative that the mold is cut out and destroyed for the good of all, and replaced
with material that builds up the body, rather than deteriorating it.
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Let me ask you something. The last time you talked about Christ’s church with those
around you, did you do so in a way that showed faith, speaking about the church in a way
that those outside of it would want to be a part of it, or did you tear it down, sewing seeds of
doubt? Did you grumble through gossip about fellow church members? Did you complain
about something you don’t like? Did you see the ministry of the church through the eyes of
disbelief, or through the eyes of faith?

Last month | was speaking to our chair of council, and she was talking about how in a
previous period in our church’s history, this grumbling negativity seemed to be taking over.
There were only a few people in the youth, there were even less children. The sense was
that the church was going to die. She told me she had a conversation with a few other
families in the church and they promised each other that they would not speak negatively
about the church or what was going on but would focus on the good that was there. They
chose to see the church as God sees it, rather than as the world sees it. The eyes of faith,
leading to the words of faith.

She said this small change in mindset made a big difference in her appreciation of the
church and how spoke about it to those outside. This positive attitude then rubbed off on
others, and eventually resulted in a doubling down on the church, investing in an addition
to the building, and then came the renewed life in the church, where we now see lots of
young families.

Now, this isn’t manifesting positive thinking to the universe, or any kind of Oprah nonsense.
Itis looking for what God is doing in the church, seeing it as he sees it, not as the world



does. Remember what kind of small and scattered group James was writing to, and what
the church would eventually become. We have the benefit of seeing this unlike the church
that James was writing to, and yet we still grumble and gossip about God’s people.
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What does God say about his church? We are the body of Christ! (1Cor.12:12-13) We are
the bride of Christ! (Eph.5:25-27). We are the temple of the Holy Spirit! (1Cor.3:16). We are
“a chosenrace, a royal priesthood, a holy nation” (1Pet.2:9-10). We are God’s people
(Heb.8:10), his household (1Tim.3:15), and we mean so much to him that he bought us with
his precious blood (Acts 20:28). When we turn and gossip and grumble about those around
us we deny this magnificent truth, and instead spread an anti-gospel.

If we continue the farming analogy from James, reminding ourselves of what the church is
in Christ is fertilizing the ground while we wait for the harvest. In order to fertilize you need
patience. Just like real fertilizer, sometimes it means looking past the things that stink,
namely the stuff you don’t like in the church, so that you can in faith built up the good things
that God will bring from it.
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Often times, this grumbling in the church comes from suffering. That’s why James points us
to the blessing of suffering. Suffering, like fertilizer, stinks, but it is a blessing. He says, “as
you know, we count as blessed those who have persevered.” That is, if you actually count
those as blessed who were patient with suffering, then you should be patient through it too.
Like fertilizer, it is through suffering that we see the most growth.
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In the late second century, the church father Tertullian said, “the blood of the martyrs is the
seed of the church.” Those who were daily giving their lives for their faith, showed the power
of the gospel to free people from the fear of death. Theirs was a tangible faith, but a real
suffering. When they looked at their church, do you think they grumbled about it? Did they
gossip about those around them as they walked to the lions?
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James mentions the prophets in the Old Testament. One thinks of the prophet Jeremiah,
who was constantly mocked and ridiculed for preaching God’s Word. He was thrown into a
muddy cistern and his people treated him like a traitor because he was faithful to God’s
word rather than the approval of those around him. In him there was a deep loneliness and
grief, and yet he remained faithful to God’s word. In his writings we can now be encouraged
as what he said came true.



Jeremiah saw God’s people through the eyes of faith, and that isn’t always a positive thing,
but it wasn’t grumbling. If we keep our farming analogy, sometimes we need to do a little
weeding. And we do that by doubling down on God’s promise, not grumbling about it. This
is what Jeremiah did, he proclaimed God’s word to those who were abusing it, even when
they abused him.

In this church alone, we have so many stories of those who have suffered greatly and
trusted in God through it. This gives glory to God and builds up his church. At the same
time, however, there are those who have suffered and grumbled against God, and so tore
down his church, neglecting an opportunity for growth.
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Think of this, either way you are going to go through the suffering. It is a fact, all of us are
going to struggle in this life, some more than others. | am constantly surprised by stories
from every kind of family you might imagine, and the struggles and pain they have endured.
Every single family | get to know has some of this. So, if you are going to struggle, would you
rather count it a blessing, and build up yourself and those around you, or would you rather
wallow in self-pity, tear yourself apart, and those around you?

Don’t waste a good tragedy.

It seems like a no-brainier, until you are faced with the pain yourself. And this is why God
speaks to us in his Word as he does. He gives us the example of Job, or the prophets.
Numerous people | have spoken with here have compared themselves to the story of Job,
and that’s good! That’s why God gives us these stories, to show us the benefit of suffering.

Here’s another thing | often hear from those who suffer well in the church. They reflect on
how much the church has helped them in this time. They were open and humble to receive
help from the church in their time of need, and they were blessed by it. In return, they then
want to tell others about how great Christ’s church is, and they want to work through it to
bless others. How opposite is this to the grumbling gossip of those who suffer in the church
and turn that pain into tearing down the church and those init!
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So, think to yourself, what is the thing that God is calling me to be patient with right now, to
persevere through right now. It could be something that happened 20 years ago, one week

ago, or sometime in the future. But God is bringing you through this. Be sure to tell yourself,
as James says, “the Lord is full of compassion and mercy.”

And how is he full of compassion and mercy? He wants the ultimate good for you. He
wanted that same thing for Job. This is why we count Job blessed, because he looked for



God’s redemption, “I know my redeemer lives!” (Job 19:25). Through everything he kept his
faith. He says this in the worst time of his life, and he calls us to say the same.
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What we see is a sliver of all there is. A grain of sand in a whole ocean. And yet, evenin
each of our individual lives, God has promised to “work all things together for our good.” It
may not be the temporal goods that we have in the forefront of our minds, but it will be in
the eternal goods that really matter most anyways.

It is easy to get discouraged when we are only focused on the temporal goods, getting good
at sports, getting married, having a good job, keeping ourselves and our kids healthy, having
an exciting retirement. These are all good things, but they like a flower that is here today
and gone tomorrow. We should be grateful for them, and enjoy them as God calls us to, but
if they become our ultimate concern, we will have terrible lives. We won’t be able to enjoy
them for what they are even if we get them, they are temporary blessings.
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But we are called to look to the Lord’s coming. To see ourselves, our lives, those around us,
our church, through the eyes of faith. And that faith should lead us to patience with one
another, and that is seen in building each other up rather than grumbling and gossiping,
tearing down the church with our words; an anti-gospel that destroys.

No, not that, preach the gospel! Christ came to save sinners, and he does it here, in this
place! See what God is doing here in every one of us and praise him for it. Praise him in
worship. Praise him in the way you speak about his church to those around you, and to
yourself.



