Keep Waiting – James 5:7-10

Dear Christian friends.  In sure that most of you have ordered a Christmas gift for someone from a mail order catalog, or through the internet?  Once the order is in, then comes the wait. When the mailman comes you wonder if he brought it with him. Maybe you run to the window when you hear the UPS truck coming down the street? Then the amount of time for delivery comes and passes, the package hasn’t arrived, and you begin to wonder and worry. Will it get here in time? Was it backordered? Was it lost in shipping? It’s not easy waiting is it.  And most of the time you’re depending on something that’s totally out of your control.  So finally, your anxiousness gets the best of you, and you call the company from whom you ordered the gift. The only problem is that now you have to face the hassle of an automated phone system. And, when you finally speak to a human being, you find out that the person is worn to a frazil by other people like you who are too antsy to wait. They tell you in a seemingly harsh voice: "Your order has been shipped. It’s out of our hands. The Christmas rush slows delivery. Had you ordered sooner, you would have your package by now."  Most of us have had to face this reality.  And the fact is we are living a similar situation, as we remember Jesus’ first Advent and look forward to his second. Like God's saints of all time we need to KEEP WAITING.  Like farmers who depend on the weather and like prophets who face persecution. 

The man who wrote the Epistle of James identifies himself as "a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ." He was not either one of men identified by the name James among the Twelve. This James was a child of Mary and Joseph, probably the oldest of Jesus’ step-siblings. The people to whom he was writing were most likely facing some sort of persecution, in light of both the first and last chapters referring to suffering trials of some sort. In many parts of this letter the author seems to be echoing the words of Jesus, particularly from the Sermon on the Mount.  And one of the first things James mentions is patience.  And he uses the example of a farmer.  There are some obvious things that a crop farmer is responsible for.  Loosening up the soil, planting seed and spraying from time to time.  And yet the absolutely necessary requirements of sun and rain are totally outside of their control. They could do everything right, just exactly as it was to be done, but if the fall rains didn’t come to soften and loosen the soil, the land would remain parched and cracked, and inhospitable for seeds to grow. If the spring rains didn’t come as the crops were ripening, the land would run out of moisture by summer, and the harvest would be poor.  
The Christian characteristic of patience is mentioned four times in our text? The Greek word was often translated as longsuffering or forbearance in the KJV. It carries with it the idea of self-restraint which enables those who may be suffering to refrain from hasty retaliation. It is a confidence that leaves that retribution in God’s hand, at his proper time.  That confidence was expressed by Mary in the Magnificat, that the Lord would bring down rulers from their thrones, and send the rich away empty.  We all know that Christian patience is not indifferent to suffering. But even with a tear in the Christian’s eye, that pain is bearable because we know by faith that our Lord will not allow us to be tempted beyond what we can bear. 

Do you see then what a great illustration of patience the farmer was? Just as they could not schedule the rain, or even slightly cooperate with God in causing it to rain, but must simply wait, and pray and trust, so we also have no way of knowing when Christ will return, nor can we make it happen. God gives to us a rather difficult kind of service. To wait patiently, without growing either bored, or angry, or impatient.  To conform to God’s gracious, invisible plans. When he chooses, he will decide to come for us individually, or to bring time to an end. 

Those of you who plant crops look forward to rain don’t you?  And when it comes you are excited and joyful and happy because your crops are getting what they need to produce a good yield.  Just as the farmer waits patiently for that rain with great joy, so we also look forward to Jesus’ return with joyful anticipation.  The first century church thought Jesus’ return was imminent.  So, it gave a sense of urgency to their Christian living and their mission work. Sadly though, doesn’t it seem like that sense of urgency has left the church at the end of the 20th century. But the reality is that Jesus’ return is the best thing that will happen to us.  So, the meantime, we stand firm in our Christian convictions, and eagerly look for that day. Just as we eagerly anticipate the celebration of Jesus’ first coming, so also our hearts and minds and lives are motivated by the joy of his second coming.  Hold on to Jesus’ promises that he will return for dear life, and be strengthened by his Word, as we live expectantly, waiting for the Lord. 

Patience is a challenge in almost every situation of life. And it becomes even more difficult when the situation grows more challenging. The closer you get to Christmas, the more difficult it becomes to wait for that ordered package. But we are also reminded to wait for the Lord like the prophets who faced persecution.  James reminds us: "Don’t grumble against each other, brothers, or you will be judged. The Judge is standing at the door! Brothers, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord." (James 5:9-10) There’s a warning James gives us to take to heart even when facing problems: Don’t grumble against each other. Yes, Christians may indeed complain under their individual sufferings. We aren’t super heroes and impervious to grief. But what shouldn’t  do is groan against each other. 

That grumbling may take the form of jealousy at our neighbor who’s life seems to be so easy.  Or our grumbling could be against God, when it seems that he reacts to slowly against those who cause us problems. And then James puts his warning against grumbling against the sternest of backgrounds. "The Judge is standing at the door!" He not only sees our sinful behavior, he also hears that unexpressed grumbling which we try to keep within our hearts. May God help us to remember that his sternest condemnation given to those who judge others impatiently and uncharitably. May God crush our stubborn hearts, and move us to show his mercy. 

So where in all the world are we going to find an example of the kind of behavior God is looking for in us? James points us back in history to think of God’s Old Testament prophets. You can hardly think of one who wasn’t a model of "patience in the face of suffering." God’s prophets were a picture of divine patience and forbearance in the face of persecution, rejection, hostility and unbelief. Just before his martyrdom Stephen made the point to his accusers by asking them, "Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute?" 

The warnings that such things will also be part of our lives are clear in Scripture. Jesus said, "In this world you will have trouble." Paul encouraged the disciples in Asia Minor, "We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God." Suffering is a certainty, but we don’t have to panic in the face of persecution. We have the assurance: "No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it."  And not only does God promise that we won’t be overwhelmed, he also promises to strengthen us through our difficult times. Paul told the Romans: "Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us." God has a good plan in mind. He wants to bless us and he will. 

So what kind of trials might we face as we wait for the Lord? It might be poor health in us and our loved ones. It might be seen in family problems, and guilt trips placed on us by family members. There will be those who view us as strange if we turn down opportunities for sex outside of marriage, drunkenness or the abuse of drugs. We pray that God help us to face these situations without grumbling. 

Hopefully all of your packages for which you are waiting patiently will arrive in plenty of time for Christmas. But remember that we are waiting for something far more important. We are waiting for the Lord. To celebrate his birth, and to look forward to his return. May God bless as we wait and endure…. Patiently…. And trusting that God’s got this.  God has you.  Amen.  
