Change your trajectory!

Introduction to James

We have all heard the famous words from the 1971 mission of Apollo 13: “Houston, we have a problem!” Something had gone terribly wrong, and NASA was left to find a way to bring three astronauts safely home from space in a disabled spacecraft. For five days family, friends, and the entire country waited and watched, hoping and praying for the best. As the ship approached earth, the NASA engineers realized that the trajectory of the spacecraft was off course, and it was imperative that they fix the problem.

Clip from Apollo 13
As you just saw in this clip, unless the spacecraft was aligned within 5% of its target, the men would have never made it back to earth. 

In a similar way, when we veer off of God’s trajectory, we are at risk. The safest and most blessed place on earth is being aligned along God’s path. That is where each of us is able to fulfill God’s great purpose and plan for our lives. When we veer off even a bit, it leads us further and further away from God’s best and decreases our impact on the world around us. Sometimes, getting back on course requires the courage and determination that was required of the Apollo 13 crew.
Look at the picture of the Apollo 13 service module. You can see some of the damage, which resulted in the problem that caused the ship to steer off course. 

In a similar way, our lives are marred by sin—every one of us. That tendency pulls us away from the path of the Creator. We need help; God, we have a problem. Over and over we have to adjust or we go further and further from God’s planned trajectory. 
The book of James helps us make mid-course corrections in our lives. James calls us to act courageously to put ourselves back on God’s trajectory. He lets us know that blessing comes from moving along the path of God’s best. 
The purpose of James’ letter is to call the reader to evaluate and adjust her path guided by God’s word. James tells us that faith results in a desire to be on God’s trajectory.
How is the Bible involved in redirecting our paths? 

The Bible is the constant & eternal guide to all those traveling through life. 

We could spend days looking at verses about the benefits of the word of God in our lives, but we will only look at two. 

Look at 1 Peter 1:23-25.

“You have been born anew, not from perishable but from imperishable seed, through the living and enduring word of God. For all flesh is like grass and all its glory like the flower of the grass; the grass withers and the flower falls off, but the word of the Lord endures forever.”
Peter quotes from the Old Testament to emphasize the eternal value of God’s word. It never grows old and fades as the things of this world do. When he says that it was the seed that caused us to be born again, that refers to its ability to steer us into God’s plans and purposes for our lives, which begins with our coming to believe in Jesus.
God’s word is constant, enduring, and powerful. It is also our guide.
Read Ps. 119:105:

“Your word is a lamp to walk by,

and a light to illumine my path.”
The Bible shows us how to get back on the right path, to adjust our direction so that we are on the course where we need to be. God’s word, in general, guides us, but each book has a different emphasis and message.
The book of James specifically chastises, encourages, and exhorts the reader to alter her course to God’s trajectory. 
James didn’t want anyone to keep moving in the wrong direction, so to speak. He encouraged his audience to move back to the path that God had laid out in His word. James was tough on his reader. He said that when we align our lives with God, everything in our lives should change. He expected a radical faith—one that brings everything we do into conformity with God. He expected us to be different because of that alignment with the God of the universe. 
To whom did James write this kind of message? 

Look at James 1:1. 
“From James, a slave of God and the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes dispersed abroad. Greetings!”

The audience was the twelve tribes dispersed abroad. What does that mean? We know that the twelve tribes were the tribes of Israel. They were the descendents of the 12 sons of Jacob, who was renamed Israel. This group also became known as the Jews. This particular group of Jews to whom James addressed his letter was dispersed or scattered outside of their land. In this case they were also believers. Look at 1:2, 1:19; or 2:1 where he calls them brothers and sisters, or your translation may just say brothers. Clearly the tone of the letter speaks to those who call themselves believers in Jesus. 

So James wrote to Jewish believers scattered outside of Israel. When you read the book, you will see that they were facing persecution and economic hard times. 
You will also notice that this book is practical, relevant, and concise, calling for action. James expected them to actually change their trajectory. In fact, this book has more frequent imperative verbs than any other NT book. Those are the verbs of command, telling someone to do something. James is full of instructions for his audience, and by extension, for us. 
If you are familiar with Jesus’ teaching, and some of you are, I think you may find that the teaching will remind you of Jesus’ teaching. In fact, scholars say that James’ points are more similar to those of Jesus than any other New Testament writer’s.
When did James write this? The scholars whom I respect say it was possibly mid-40’s, which makes it the earliest of all New Testament books.
So we are beginning a study of a book written to call the reader to change his trajectory—to evaluate and adjust her path according to her guide, God’s word.  

As we think about this kind of message, we realize that James himself changed his trajectory. Let’s look quickly at James’ own story. 

We saw in James 1:1 that he identified himself as James, a slave of God and the Lord Jesus Christ. The New Testament mentions four different men named James. Which one of them wrote this book? 

Let’s look at these four choices. Three are mentioned in 1 verse, Acts 1:13.

Read Acts 1:13. 

“When they had entered Jerusalem, they went to the upstairs room where they were staying. Peter and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James were there.”
1. The first James mentioned here is James the apostle, the brother of John and son of Zebedee. He is the most well-known James in the gospels because he was not only an apostle, but he was even part of Jesus’ inner circle of three men—Peter, James, & John. We might think that he would be the most logical choice as our author; however, he was an early martyr; according to Acts 12:1-2, he was killed by Herod Agrippa I about 44 A.D., probably too early to have written this letter.  

2. The second James mentioned in Acts 1:13 is another apostle, James the son of Alpheus. Because he was never prominent and well-known, most feel that he would have needed to identify himself more specifically than the author of our book did. 
3. The third James of this verse is the father of Judas, not Judas Iscariot, but the other apostle named Judas. Because he never even appeared personally in the biblical account, this James is too obscure to have written this letter.

4. The fourth James is the only one not mentioned in Acts 1:13. This James is the brother of Jesus, generally accepted throughout history to be the author of this book. Let’s look at him more closely. 


Look at Mt. 13:55 where he is called Jesus’ brother. 
“Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? Isn’t his mother named Mary? And aren’t his brothers James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas?”
This verse is parallel to Mk. 6:3. What does it mean that he and the others were Jesus’ brothers? Throughout church history, three views have been prominent: 
1. The first view is that James and his brothers were Jesus’ cousins. As the church became more and more focused on asceticism, which emphasizes austerity and self-denial as ways to please God, the belief grew that Mary, Jesus’ mother, was perpetually a virgin. The church father Jerome argued that the word for brother, used by Matthew and Mark to describe James and the others, could mean cousin, supporting the theory that Mary remained a virgin throughout her lifetime. A problem with Jerome’s argument is that Greek scholars say there is no evidence that this word ever was used for a cousin. In fact, Dr. Moo says that the use of this word requires Jesus and James to have one blood parent in common, who would have to be Mary, of course. 
2. A second view is that James was a step-brother rather than a blood relative. In that case these men were the sons of Joseph by a previous wife, all older than Jesus; again, allowing Mary to continue as a virgin throughout her lifetime. 
3. The third view is that James and the others were Jesus’ younger half-brothers by Mary and Joseph. Later, you may want to look up Mt. 1:24-25, which says that Mary and Joseph did not live as husband and wife until after Jesus’ birth. The natural use of the words in these verses means that they did have sexual relations after he was born. Also, in Lk. 2:7 Jesus is called Mary’s first-born instead of only-born, which was a common term but not the one chosen by Luke. 

My perspective would be that the author is Jesus’ half-brother through Mary and Joseph. It seems the most natural reading of the scriptures. 
But the most interesting thing about James is not that he was Jesus’ brother, but the story of how his trajectory changed. 

We first see James in Jn. 7:3-5.

“So Jesus’ brothers advised him, “Leave here and go to Judea so your disciples may see your miracles that you are performing. For no one who seeks to make a reputation for himself does anything in secret.  If you are doing these things, show yourself to the world.” (For not even his own brothers believed in him.)”
We see here that all of Jesus’ brothers including James did not believe in Him while He had His earthly ministry. 

So what happened? 

Read 1 Cor. 15:1-7.

“Now I want to make clear for you, brothers and sisters, the gospel that I preached to you, that you received and on which you stand, and by which you are being saved, if you hold firmly to the message I preached to you – unless you believed in vain. For I passed on to you as of first importance what I also received – that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised  on the third day according to the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.”
Paul outlined the truths about Jesus—that He died for our sins and was buried, proving that He was indeed dead, that He was raised on the third day and was seen, again proving that He was truly alive again. Paul listed some who witnessed that resurrection: Cephas, another name for Peter, the twelve who walked with Him on earth, more than 500 other believers. Then, Paul mentioned that Jesus appeared to James, not the disciple who was already mentioned among the 12, but his brother. 
James, like Paul, did not originally believe that Jesus was who he claimed to be; therefore, he had to be convinced to alter his path by the resurrection. The fact that Jesus appeared to him proved that Jesus was truly the Messiah, God’s Son. 
The next time the Bible mentions Jesus’ brothers, they were among the other believers just after Jesus’ bodily ascension into heaven and just before the Day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit came down and Peter publicly preached the news of Jesus. 
Read Acts 1:12-14. 
“Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mountain called the Mount of Olives (which is near Jerusalem, a Sabbath day’s journey away). When they had entered Jerusalem, they went to the upstairs room where they were staying. Peter and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James were there. All these continued together in prayer with one mind, together with the women, along with Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers.”
The brothers, who had previously sarcastically mocked Jesus, were now among the inner circle, the first Christians. 

So as we think about James’ message in his letter, I want you to understand that when James believed in Jesus, it truly changed him forever. He not only saw Jesus resurrected, but that truth impacted his life so that he was never the same. He became a leader in the Jerusalem church from that point on, living out what he knew to be truth. The trajectory of his life totally changed so that it aligned with the truth that he saw for himself, the truth of Jesus. Although many of the early church leaders were killed, he kept on believing and leading despite the dangers and the sacrifice. 
Let’s just look at a couple of places where we see James’ leadership in the Jerusalem church. 

Read Gal. 1:18-19. Paul was sharing some of his story here. He described James and one of the apostles in Jerusalem.
“Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and get information from him, and I stayed with him fifteen days. But I saw none of the other apostles except James the Lord’s brother.”

We won’t read Acts 15 together, but you can read it later yourself if you would like to do so. This is the account of what has been called the Jerusalem Council, where the church leaders gathered to discuss the issue of those who were not Jews who became Christians. Remember that the church began with all Jewish believers, but in time, gentiles came to faith. This council dealt with some issues surrounding that. When you read it, you will clearly see that James was the leader in charge. 
So what happened to him? According to the Jewish historian Josephus, who wrote the most reliable account, he was killed as a martyr in 62 A.D. The Jewish High Priest at that time, Ananus II, brought charges against James and other church leaders before the Jewish Sanhedrin, and they were stoned as law-breakers. 
There is another account of James’ life, which is obviously exaggerated and legendary, written by a 2nd century Christian writer names Hegesippus. He says that James was called “James the Just” because of his life of piety. In fact, he says that James prayed so many long hours in the temple that his knees became hard as camels. According to this account, because James refused to denounce his faith in Jesus, some irate Jewish priests threw him off of the temple roof. When they found him still alive below, they beat him to death. 

In any case, James began on one track and turned around and followed Jesus for the rest of his life, becoming a martyr in the process. He changed his trajectory.

That is what faith is all about. God calls us to radical change. He calls us to follow Him wherever He leads, turning our lives around from our selfish personal agenda to adjust to His trajectory.

Most of us here have already turned around to follow Jesus. We changed our trajectory toward God. But that doesn’t mean that we stay on that trajectory. We veer off all too often and all too easily, which is what seems to have happened to the believers to whom James wrote his letter.

My story is a story of many mid-course corrections. I became a Christian at the young age of seven, being terribly convicted in my heart that I was not on God’s path and needed Jesus to forgive me and help me turn around. But, like many of you, I veered off of that trajectory. I began to fall for the wisdom of the world, ignoring God’s calls to come back. In time that path took me further and further away from the trajectory; to the point where I was barely close enough to hear those calls. I didn’t read my bible or regularly go to church; I wasn’t part of a small group to keep me accountable, like the small groups of women you are in here. Thus, I ended up further away from God than I ever dreamed I would be. If you have ever been on that path, you know that it has risks and dangers that will ensnare you if you don’t correct your trajectory. 

But God doesn’t leave his true children out there alone and wait for them to come back. He is constantly wooing us back and calling us to change our trajectories. It is never too late and there is nothing too bad and sinful in our lives for God, who continues to love and forgive us. He is always calling and wooing us back to the path of life. That is what he did for me. He continued to speak in a still quiet voice saying he missed me, making me uncomfortable with the path that I was on. In time I became part of a group of women, similar to the group you are now in here. Through His word and the encouragement and challenge of those women, God drew me back to His path. 

I wish I could say that I have never again been off course, but that would not be true. Even as I study the book of James today, I see areas of my life that need a course correction.  I just hate that! It’s not easy to see that God wants me to change and that I really need to do it. 

As long as we live in these bodies, we continue to veer off course because of the damage done by sin. We continue to need to adjust our courses. We continue to need to stay in the word each day, to listen well and act when God speaks, and to be vulnerable and accountable to other believers. The radical faith that God calls us to embrace is not the easy road. It requires time, energy, and sacrifice. And I don’t always want to give that.
What is your story? Where are you in comparison to the trajectory of God’s best for you? 

James is a book that calls for action. He expects us to hear and to act upon what we hear. As you begin to study this book day after day, you need to ask yourself if you are willing to take the difficult and sometimes courageous steps to re-align yourself with the God of the universe. You may be way off in your trajectory or merely degrees off. Either way you are at risk! 

I have entitled this study blue jean faith because it is a call for practical Christian living on God’s trajectory. It is a call to put into practice what we say we believe. It is a call to adjust every area of life to God’s path. Such faith is durable and strong. So as you think about your story, James calls you to put on your jeans. Come back to God’s trajectory and fulfill His great purposes and plans for your life as you do. 

Right now I want each of you to quiet your hearts before God. Close your eyes and listen to His voice. Talk to him honestly about your need to hear a course correcting message from him. 
Now talk to him about truly committing to this study, not to acquire knowledge, but to put yourself on God’s course, which is the best place for you to be in life.
Talk to him about the things that you allow to distract you from him. Ask Him to help you be faithful to study and to meet with your small group with honesty and accountability. Ask him to convict you when you put time with Him aside and replace Him with any other person, desire, or activity.
Thank God for the women in your group who are there to love you and help you stay accountable. Talk to Him about your faithfulness to be there for them as well. 
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