FAITH THAT TRANSFORMS
#1 Marks of Christian Maturity
January 3rd, 2009 – James 1:1

A man was sitting in his office on the first day of his new job. He saw a prospective client walk in the door. He decided he’d better look busy. So he picked up the phone and started talking, Look, Harry, about that new deal. I think I better run down to the factory and handle it personally. No, I don’t think $3 million will swing it.  I’ll call you back later. Bye! He put the phone back in its cradle, looked up at the visitor, and said, Oh! Good morning! How can I help you? The visitor said, You can’t help me at all. I’m from the phone company, and I’m just here to hook up your phone! Although stories like this are funny, the increasing loss of integrity today is no laughing matter. Where is the man or woman of integrity today? Our world needs persons with integrity. Not persons who are perfect. But persons willing to stand alone—to pay a price and even to suffer loss for what he or she believes.

As we begin a New Year I want to introduce you to such a person. His name is James. James lived in the first century. In his generation some called him James the Just because of his steadfast Christian character James wanted Christians to walk the talk. He found himself surrounded by many whose Christian profession did not match their practice.  He wanted Christians to live practically, to live out the reality of being a mature Christian. Trying to hold the church accountable to what it meant to be a "follower of Christ." And his heart was broken by the integrity crisis he saw in his day. So in order to help his fellow Christians know how to have a Faith That Transforms.  

BACKGROUND TO THE BOOK OF JAMES


James 1:1: James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations: greetings. Let us begin our new series with a little bit of background to the book of James!
Who is James? There are at least FIVE different men by the name of James in the Bible. This James is the half brother of Jesus Christ. In Matthew 13:55: Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? Isn’t his mother’s name Mary, and aren’t his brothers James, Joseph, Simon and Judas?  According to Jewish custom in the listing of the children, James was the number two son, born after Jesus to Mary and Joseph. Those of you raised in families with older brothers don’t have to have a whole lot of input on what it’s like to have an older brother. Think for a moment about the early  experience of James with Jesus. As young boys I’m sure they played together in the streets. They worked side by side in Joseph’s carpenter shop. They may have even shared a room together. Do you think James ever got tired of Mary saying, Why can’t you be like your older brother, Jesus? He always makes his bed. Picks up his toys. Is never a minute late for curfew. He never talks back, always comes home when his mother calls him the first time. Always washes his hands before dinner and goes to bed when told! 
Now, if you’re James, that doesn’t endear you to your older brother, does it? Not only are you the little brother but you have a big brother who never—and I mean never!—does anything wrong! And then that big brother goes away for a while, and when he comes back, he announces that he is the Son of God! He is the Messiah sent from heaven to save sinners and restore men and women into a living relationship with God. How do you think James felt toward his big brother? For whatever reason, James as a youngster did not believe that Jesus was the Messiah, the Savior sent from God. In John 7:5 we are told that even his own brothers did not believe in him.
But that changes after the resurrection. I Corinthians 15:7: The he appeared to James, then to all the apostles…
What a scene that must have been! A time when Jesus shared words of love and understanding. It is quite clear that in that encounter with his resurrected half-brother, James became a follower of Jesus. James never mentions that he was Jesus brother. One reason is because he knows now that his real relationship with Jesus is not physical. It is spiritual. Only by the grace of God—the same heavenly Father. The same grace we have been shown by faith.
James went on to become a leader in the church.  In Acts 12 when Peter was released from prison, one of the men he sought out was James.  In Acts 15, which was the first great church council, this man James chaired that meeting.  In Galatians 1 Paul says that when he came to Jerusalem he saw only the apostle Peter and James—the Lord’s brother. He was sometimes called James the Just because he was known as a man of great integrity. The church historian, Eusebius, tells us that one of the other nicknames of James was that of Old Camel Knees. Believe it or not, that was a term of affection. Known for being on his knees in prayer they became worn like the knees of a camel. 
He calls himself a servant. It comes from the Greek word “doulos.” James is referring to himself with the lowest term on the scale of servitude. Although in Greek society this word denoted involuntary and permanent service, and was a negative term in every way, to James it meant something very positive. To James the word meant a life of voluntary service to His risen Lord. The reality of James’ faith was proven not only by his life but also by his death. Josephus, the Jewish historian of that generation, tells us that in the year 62 AD James was cruelly put to death for his faith in Jesus. He died by stoning. The details of his death are vivid and extremely sad. James was willing not only to live for Jesus but even to die for him—this one who had been his brother.
Who were James hearers? He writes to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations. The word used here for scattered is Diaspora. Mainly Christian Jews who were scattered about all the land because of persecution. James was trying to encourage them to hang in there. He knew that it was tough to be a Christian in the 1st century, it would be tough to be a Christian in the future. In a sense, each day we are the Christians of the Diaspora. We gather on Sunday and other times to support and encourage one another in the faith. Then during the week we are out there in the real world being little Christ’s – Proclaiming Christ in a Changing Word!

James is encouraging each of us today, as well as people 2,000 years ago. Another way of defining James' wish for us, is that he wants us to be mature. He wants us to be "whole people." It's hard to stay with it, isn't it? After years and years and then when things get tough and you have losses, it's really easy to set things aside, but James is saying, No, I want you to press on brothers and sisters and be mature. What is maturity? Maturity is not…
Maturity is not age. It has nothing to do with how long you've lived or how long you've been a Christian. You can be a Christian for fifty years and not be mature. Bumper sticker: I may be getting older, but I refuse to grow up.           A New Years prayer for the elderly: God, grant me the senility to forget the people I never liked anyway, The good fortune to run into the ones that I do, And the eyesight to tell the difference.  Maturity has nothing to do with age. Granted, God's ideal is that as we grow older we get more mature, but that's not always the case.  Maturity is not appearance. Some people look and sound spiritually mature – they know how to talk the talk – but question is – do they know how to walk the walk? Some people look holy – they seem to have heaven hovering around them – but that may just be appearance and not reality. Maturity has nothing to do with achievement, what you accomplish. You can accomplish a lot and still be very immature. You don't have to be mature to make millions. Maturity has nothing to do with academics, how many degrees you've gotten, how much education you've gotten. 

Maturity is transformation. That is what makes the difference. It's your character. D. L. Moody said   Character is what you are in the dark. Romans 12:2:…be transformed by the renewing of your mind. In this life, we have the opportunity to really learn what it means to be salt and light, to have a transforming effect on the people around us. There are so many problems in this world, so many struggles, and there is nothing more beautiful than when a person in pain understands that Jesus is the answer. Transformed people make a difference in the world! James is one of the most misunderstood books of the New Testament. Its message has been twisted and misquoted. It’s been called the “neglected” epistle. And the “persecuted” epistle. Even such a giant of the faith like Martin Luther labeled James unimportant and in contradiction to the teachings of the rest of the Bible. He thought James contradicted the teaching of justification by faith. He said it was a right strawy epistle! 
I hope you will understand through our journey is that James was not teaching that good works can lead to salvation, but moreover that doing good works is an expression of ones faith. This letter isn’t so much a guide on how to become a Christian, as it is a plea to his readers to live a transformed life. James is emphasizing that our beliefs are not worth much unless they are translated into actions. In the book of James we have a manual on maturity. The word "mature" in Greek is the word "teleaos" -- it's translated mature, complete, and perfect. James uses this word five times in five chapters. James is a manual on how to grow up and be mature. Notice the four objects: an egg; an orange; tube of toothpaste; a hand. We take a hammer and apply pressure to each of the objects and observe what comes out of each one. I’ll need a volunteer for the hand. Illustration reveals when we are pressed what is on the inside will come to the surface the real nature of what is inside will be revealed. James gives us marks of maturity.
MARKS OF SPIRITUAL MATURITY
Positive Under Pressure: James 1:2-4: Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance…so that you may be mature…
James is saying we must stay positive under pressure situations. The word trials are taken from the Greek word, "pirates." It is where the English word "pirate" from. The devil, like a pirate, attacks with the attempt to steal something valuable from the owner. And when you encounter trials, those times in your life that assault a Christian, those trials try to steal the belief that God is for you!  That God is with you and cares. Like the old Mennonite woman who said, Lord, I am not surprised you don't have more friends than you do, seeing as how you treat the ones that you have. Sometimes when we are going through trials and difficulties, that's the way we think. And it's easy to understand how trials try to steal our belief that God is for us. James is saying that many times these trials cause us to grow. If it weren't for the trials, we would not develop the character that God wants for us.

And I know some of you are saying, Okay, I have had enough of character building now, stop Lord. But that is the point that James is trying to make. Consider it, regard it, and think of it. Make it your lead thought that these pirate-like events, not the trials themselves, but what they produce will bring something beautiful in your life. Jesus said in John 16:33: In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world. And James in the same spirit says this is a hard thing to think about but consider it make your lead thought be joy when difficulties come. Make it your lead thought as Jesus said take heart. There will be some pressure situations in 2010! All of us have problems – all of us have trials – all of have situations that are not good. How do you handle them? How do you deal with being dealt a dead hand? Do your problems blow you out of the water? Do you get up-tight? Do you grumble and gripe? Do you get negative or nervous? Are you affirmative or are you angry most of the time?
We are attracted to maturity. None of us is attracted to a shriveled ear of corn. We like those juicy, plump kernels. And we also look at athletes, like Bret Favre.  When kids play backyard football, they don't say I am Joe Schmoe. They say I am Bret Favre. We are attracted to what has grown full in the pursuit of what it's pursuing.  Bret is a mature athlete. In the same way, James is saying  these trials will create a maturity so that when people look at you, they will say I want to be like that person. And they're really meaning I want to be like that person because they show forth what it means to be a servant of Jesus. One mark of spiritual maturity is to be positive under pressure!
Sensitive to People: James 2:1: My brothers, as believers… don’t’ show favoritism. A mature person is sensitive to people. He doesn't just see his own needs, they are also aware of other people's needs. They understand that there are many around them that are hurting and have needs. When children are young they say, I want this or I want that. I don’t care about what you want. Me first. My way. Some people are still children in their thinking. Spiritually immaturity says, It’s my way or the highway. 
A young couple stopped to eat at truck stop with their two year old. For some reason the little boy was attracted to a ragged, tattered – looking man. They started playing patty cake and peek- a -boo. His parents felt uneasy. The husband said they should eat their food as quickly as possible and leave. As they were leaving the little boy reached out both his arms toward the man who said to the parents: Would that be O.K.? Before they could get out a word the little boy jumped into his arms. He held the child for a while and then with a tear in his eye said, You take good care of this boy. Thank you very much. You have given me the best birthday present ever. At times we can be very insensitive to those around us. This child taught these parents not to show favoritism. Be sensitive to people!

Watches their Mouth: James 3:9: With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men… James is saying that the mature person is one who has tamed the tongue and has self control. The first thing a doctor will say when you go for a check up is "Stick out your tongue." He uses our tongue to check our health. God does that spiritually, too.  We get ourselves into so much trouble at what we say and what we think and what we speak. What you say directs your life, what you say can destroy your life. It can delight people's lives, it can discourage people's lives. Ever heard someone: I just say what's on my mind. They're kind of proud of it. Being frank, up front, they say what's on their mind.  Maybe there's not a whole lot on their mind. Maybe what's on their mind shouldn't be said.  A lot of people just need a large dose of tactfulness. 

Ephesians 4:29 Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. Circle the word "any". Watch what you say. When you talk you don't just say things to build yourself up. You say things to build other people up. If it doesn't build some one else up, don't say it. Even if it's the truth. If it doesn't build up, don't say it. That's a mark of maturity. A mature person manages his mouth so that no corrupt communication, no negative talk comes out of your mouth.
Patient and Prayerful: James 5:7,16:Be patient, then, brothers, until the Lord’s coming…The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. Those are the two key words in chapter five. "Patient" is mentioned five times. "Prayer" is mentioned seven times. The mark of a mature person is that they are patient and prayerful. Those two go together. They express an attitude of dependence upon God.

He gives the illustration of the farmer. If anybody has to have patience it's a farmer. Children need to learn the difference between "No" and "Not yet". For a long time they think that "not yet" means "we're not going to get to do it". They think it means No -- it just means Not yet. Many times God will say to us, "Not yet." He doesn't mean "No". He doesn't mean He's not going to answer our prayer. He just saying, you've got to wait, I want you to develop, to grow.  Patience is a mark of maturity. You learn patience by waiting.
When we pray we acknowledge that He has control in our lives. There are things in your life right now that you think – no one can fix. Guess what – God can. God can take that which is broken and mend it. He can take that which is bent and straighten it out. He can take that which is shattered and make it whole. God is that big. God is that powerful. If there are problems in your life – go to Him in prayer.  When Joseph Scriven was asked who wrote the words to the poem he had on his wall he said, The Lord and I did it between us. The poem was What a Friend We Have in Jesus. Joseph Scriven (1819-1886) learned early in life to give his griefs to the Lord. On the eve of his wedding day, his bride was found drowned. This crushed him. He left his homeland of Ireland and moved to Port Hope, Canada. He found Jesus to be his best friend and decided to give his life to be a friend and a help to others. He became known as the "Good Samaritan of Port Hope." He wrote the poem "What A Friend We Have in Jesus" as an encouragement for his sick mother. We have a friend who wants to know our cares, grief’s, burdens, temptations, trials, sins, pain, and sorrows. Read the book of James and reflect on the words to this hymn this week. 


1. What a Friend we have in Jesus, all our sins and grief’s to bear! What a privilege to carry everything to God in prayer !O what peace we often forfeit, O what needless pain we bear, All because we do not carry everything to God in prayer. 2. Have we trials and temptations? Is there trouble anywhere? We should never be discouraged; take it to the Lord in prayer. Can we find a friend so faithful who will all our sorrows share? Jesus knows our every weakness; take it to the Lord in prayer. 3. Are we weak and heavy laden, cumbered with a load of care? Precious Savior, still our refuge, take it to the Lord in prayer. Do your friends despise, forsake you? Take it to the Lord in prayer! In His arms He'll take and shield you; you will find a solace there. 4. Blessed Savior, Thou hast promised Thou wilt all our burdens bear May we ever, Lord, be bringing all to Thee in earnest prayer. Soon in glory bright unclouded there will be no need for prayer Rapture, praise and endless worship will be our sweet portion there.


Are you positive under pressure? Sensitive to the needs of others around you? Use your words for praise – keeping control of what you say? Patient and prayerful? Ask God for grace to live out a transforming faith in 2010. AMEN!
