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Grace Presbyterian Church              October 3, 2021 

Psalm 8, Mark 10:2-16, James 1: 9-18   Holy Communion 

Pastor Jonathan 

“Why would God allow me to experience a poorer,  

harder life, full of temptations?” 

 

Many of us are wondering why we have to go through what we are going 

through: family divisions over the vaccine, friends and family divisions over 

the denominational decisions, which has happened in the United and 

Anglican churches but is also now happening with the Baptists, and the 

Christian Reformed and the Vineyard, just to name a few. Why does it have 

to be so hard? And why is God allowing me to live this life, no matter what 

stage of life you are in: whether just born and small children, or school age 

children, adolescents, young adults and older adults and senior seniors, all of 

us…why are we having to go through this? 

 

We learned last week from the book of James that God allows us to go 

through hard times and trials to help us persevere, and be steadfast in our 

faith, our choosing to trust God, which in turn leads us to a more mature 

faith, a completeness in our believing Jesus even in the worst of times. 

(James 1: 2-4) We can even have a sense of joy through this because we 

know Jesus will bring us to Himself in the end, no matter how badly it goes, 

whether bad health, or lack of freedoms, or even Christian churches making 

wrong decisions, Jesus is trustworthy. Joy because He is with us now. 

 

We are learning anew this week that God is more interested in our heart 

condition than in our status or power according to our financial prosperity or 

social background. (vv. 9-11) He is more concerned with our loving Him 

and following Him than what kind of a house or apartment we live in, what 

kind of car we drive, what kind of clothes we wear or how much disposable 

income we have. Might I even be so bold as to say that God cares more 

about our prayer life than our financial life. They are both important, but 

don’t get mixed up as to what has priority. 

 

The kingdom of God teaches upside down values. Jesus taught: Blessed are 

the poor, in spirit (Matt. 5: 3) and James teaches that a person without status 

or wealth is in a high position before God. (James 1:9) Surely God does not 

favour hunger, homelessness, and harmful living conditions due to poverty, 

does He? No, and the church worldwide attempts to care for people in need. 

But he does respond well to the poor heart, the needy heart, the heart that is 
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open to God because that person knows they are needy. That is the blessed 

person. That person experiences the kingdom of God. Do you know your 

need for God? Are you coming today to the Lord’s Table in your need for 

Him? Come needy and poor, not because you have so much to offer Him, 

but because He loves you and wants to make your life joyful, peaceful and 

full of adventure because Jesus is that person who can speak into everything 

you are going through. Your acknowledging your need(s) is the first step.  

 

The poor have a high place in God’s eyes because they know they need Him, 

generally speaking. Poverty doesn’t get you to heaven, Jesus does. Trust 

Him anew today. On the other hand, wealth can often take us away from 

God because we don’t need Him, we simply trust in our wealth to get us out 

of any problems we face. That is a low position. (v.10) Remember the rich 

young ruler. (Matt. 19:16-22) He claimed to have kept all the 

commandments of Scripture and Jesus did not contradict him on that point. 

Instead, Jesus said he only lacked one thing: Give your possessions to the 

poor and come and follow me. He chose against Jesus. His wealth kept him 

from following the Lord. Are your finances keeping you from following the 

Lord? Are you giving a tithe to the church or to Christian ministries? Are 

you distracted from God in this area of money and find it hard to give it 

away? Bring this before the Lord at His Table and you will find release. 

Someday we will all give away everything we have. Give it now to the Lord. 

He knows. 

 

James says it is like looking at the garden. (vv. 10-11) Flowers don’t last 

long, do they? Even the Fall mums will soon be gone. And so James wants 

us to look at how we close up our gardens in the beginning of October here 

in Ottawa and remember that our own lives are like the garden. It all fades 

away. So do we. So don’t be too confident in your wealth, as the man was 

who wanted to build more barns for his retirement, (Luke 12:16-21) because 

we don’t know how long we have. None of us know. Rather, turn your 

desires to the Lord. Ask Him at His Table what your legacy is, what your 

garden has been in this life. Listen for His answer. 

 

And as you turn to consider your desires in life, be honest with yourself as to 

what truly moves you, and makes you carve out time to do what you want to 

do. Where is your motivation these days? What do you always find time to 

do? There is your heart. Address your heartfelt motivations and desires 

before the Lord and let Him speak to you. 
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Then in verse 12, it is almost like James gives an advertisement in the 

middle of his three teachings in  1: 9-18. What does a good advertisement 

do? It puts desire in you. Yeah, I need that. I didn’t even know I need that 

but I now I know for sure that I do need it. 

 

In the whole passage from v. 9 to v. 18, James is teaching on poverty, on 

temptation and on the good gifts in life, but right in the middle is this 

“Blessed is the one…” promise in verse 12. Now whenever you see “Blessed 

is the one…” in Scripture, sit up and take note, because you do want God’s 

blessing, God’s smile on your life. God is about to give out crowns. And 

crowns are a big deal. That’s what kings and queens wear. That’s what the 

athletes of ancient days wore, the ones that won the race, fastest, farthest, 

strongest, wore a crown of laurel leaves. And even some brides wear a 

crown or tiara on their wedding day. The crown marks the person as special 

and holding a high office. God will be giving out crowns of life for those 

who persevere under trial, who have stood the tests and continued faithfully 

in their relationship to Jesus. (v. 12) 

 

Would you like a crown from the Lord? Yes, that’s right a limited edition 

crown of life perfected fitted to your head. Don’t hesitate, but act now. 

Operators are standing by. Call collect or call direct but call now. Call 1-

800-LORDOFALL. 

 

That’s just a commercial voice to say, what is your desire these days? Is it 

first of all to love the Lord and be accountable to Him? We support you in 

your choices as you follow His voice. Tomorrow night, the congregation 

will meet to discuss strategy in responding to the recent denominational 

choices. We recognize not everyone will agree. We recognize that we want 

it to be a safe place for people to ask questions and trust the Lord together, 

even if we don’t all come to the same answer. We are trusting the Lord 

together. Who am I to judge you, a servant of the Lord? We simply are 

accountable first and foremost to Him for our decisions, our lives, our 

health, our community, and our friendships. We trust Him. To Him we will 

be accountable and are accountable. Let loving Him guide you. And yes, 

Scripture says you are blessed in that place and God promises you a crown 

of life. (v. 12) 

 

The opposite desire to that of pleasing the Lord is rebellion against Him. So 

James now goes down that road. He says that temptation is not from the 

Lord. (v. 13) Temptation wants you to put everything else before the Lord, 
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and not relationship to the Lord first. Evil desires are stirred by temptation, 

which then becomes sin. In fact James uses two images: dragging, like fish 

caught in a net and fish dragged out of the water to their death. The other 

image is pregnancy: first conception, then gestation, then birth, and the 

culmination of sin is the birth of death. (vv. 14-15) So don’t go down that 

road. You know your own areas of sin, what leads you away from God, what 

distracts you from time with Him and trusting Him. Bring these areas anew 

to God every day. Sometimes we think we can prescribe and tell others 

exactly what their temptations are, and sometimes we can. But you know 

yourself well enough to confront yourself before the Lord. If you don’t, ask 

someone you love and trust to tell what you need to work on. 

 

But then the pandemic comes and some Christians are telling others that it is 

a temptation and a sin to get a vaccine, it is bad for you and for the children; 

while other Christians say not getting the vaccine is a temptation and a sin, 

not serving the community. And may I be so bold to say that we all can’t be 

right in this context. The Lord knows. Let us trust Him. 

 

And then the denominational debate comes and some Christians are telling 

others that it is a temptation and a sin to stay in the denomination, and 

clearly against the Lord to stay, whereas other Christian brothers and sisters 

are saying it is a temptation and a sin to leave, certainly without knowing 

where you are going before you leave. I am not here today to tell you which 

group is right and which is wrong. I am here to say that we all must hear 

God for our directed paths and be faithful to Him. We are all under His 

orders and callings. Please be listening to Him in these days. Please follow 

Him, no matter what. 

 

And try to not let the weight of all these matters crush you. James reminds of 

the many good gifts we have in this life from the Father of the heavenly 

lights. We have the praise of infants and young children, which just sounds 

like babbling, but is powerful praise according to Psalm 8. (Zion sounds 

here.) We have the beauty of the night sky, the amazing size of the 

galaxy/galaxies, the birds, trees, fish and the whole of the animal kingdom 

bringing praise to the Lord in their own way, according to Psalm 8. Don’t 

miss the good gifts, through the hard seasons. God constantly is giving them 

and He is not variable or random. He is purposeful. And don’t forget to say, 

“Thank you,” for your new birth in Jesus Christ, even if it was a long time 

ago, He is still making us the firstfruits of all He has created. (v. 18) 
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That term “firstfruits” comes out of a place where everyone had a garden or 

a farm and refers to the offering of a tithe, a tenth of the whole crop, brought 

to the temple to say “Thank you,” to God for the abundance of the crop and 

for being able to eat. (Deuteronomy 26: 9-11) Our lives are meant to be an 

offering to God, a sweet smelling aroma of incense to our God (Romans 

12:1, 2 Cor. 2:14-15), hard to ignore, and demanding a response from those 

around us, both to life and to death. In 2 Cor. 2, Paul uses that image of a 

triumphal parade after a victory at war. The captives from the war smell the 

incense and smell death. The crowds at home smell life and victory, but it 

was the same smell. Christians have a distinct odor. We must hold to the 

Gospel truth as our true aroma: that we are sinners, rebels, who must forsake 

our rebellion, and say “yes” to Jesus in every area of our lives, Jesus, who 

paid the penalty for our sins, and give ourselves to Him forever and follow 

Him and His word. Please once again say this to the Lord at His Table. 

Mean what you say. If you are questioning or doubting, say that to Him. 

Give yourself fully to Him. 

 

In these nine verses, James leaves us with a teaching that reverses the 

commonly held view of poverty and wealth, reminding us that God does not 

tempt us and warning us of where temptation goes, and finally reminding us 

that… all good gifts around are sent from heaven above the Lord Himself, 

now thank the Lord, thank the Lord for all His love. 

 

Let us pray. 


