"A Walk with the Wise Exploring Providence" 
This morning I offer another in the series “A Walk with the Wise.” James is a wise counselor. His sermon has many similarities to the Proverbs of the OT with a Christ-centered emphasis. At least one commentator has called the book The Wisdom of Jesus. Studying James is a walk with the wise, especially as James leads us to follow Jesus. In each message we walk through the book and trace a particular theme. This morning's theme is Providence. If I ask, "What is Providence?" some would shrug shoulders. Others might respond, “It’s the capital of Rhode Island.” True. But the name of the city came from somewhere. To those new to the Christian faith Providence may seem a strange word. To those who recognize it, you may be surprised that the word does not appear in the Bible. But the word Trinity does not appear in the Bible either. Yet it is a wonderful term to describe the living and true God as the Unity of Three Persons in One Divine Essence. Providence is best word to describe God's ongoing relationship with the world which He has created. We need the term (rightly defined) in order to avoid the dangers of false teaching on this subject.

Pantheism describes God and the created world as indistinguishable. God is absorbed into nature. Nature becomes god. Providence maintains a proper separation between God and his creation. Deism is a philosophy that credits God with creating the world which He then left to run by itself. Providence protects the truth of the ongoing interaction between God and his creation. Dualism describes a world to which good and evil hold equal claim. The battle between them continues. Providence puts a good God in unrivaled control of his creation. Fatalism impersonalizes God. Nature is governed by nothing more than chance. Providence identifies God as both personal and purposeful in his creation. We are not merely a speck of dust out of the sight of the power holding us. Scripture summarized offers this definition of Providence = God's continuous, wise, and competent care and rule over all He has made, ensuring that He accomplishes everything according to his holy, eternal purpose. Theologian Augustus Strong wrote succinctly, "Providence is God’s attention concentrated everywhere. His care is microscopic as well as telescopic."

James offers several glimpses of Providence. In 2:8-13 we read how God rules the world through law and judges lawbreakers. In chapter 3, v. 9 we read that human beings bear the image of God. They are capable of taming animals in the world. Here is an example of how God uses means to care for and rule over his creation. James 4:15 gives this reminder, "Instead you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.”  By God's will human beings live and conduct economic activity which God uses as a means to provide for the needs of others. Chapter 5 refers to the farmers’ patience waiting as God provides early and late rains causing the earth to bring forth its harvest. 5:15 teaches that God heals the sick using prayer. Through prayer he sends and withholds rain acc. to his purposes (17-18). By far the most direct and complete statement describing Providence is found in Chapter 1, v. 17. To see it in its immediate context, listen as I read verses 12-18.

James 1:12 Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him. 13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. 16 Do not be deceived, my beloved brothers. 17 Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. 18 Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.

James' immediate pastoral concern is to help disciples of Jesus endure suffering. He began his sermon with a startling challenge. 
James 1: 2 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness.

James can call us to joy and assure us that testing produces good results (steadfastness of character) only if God is ultimately in control. But James quickly adds that testing may be the occasion to fail. I could refuse joy. I could reject faith (vv 6-8). I could be a double-minded man, unstable in all my ways (v 8). I could experience testing as a temptation to sin and tumble into it. Now I have a real conundrum. If God is in control and his purposes in my life lead me into circumstances where I sin, that seems to implicate God in sin. As if anticipating that we might resort to such logic, James issues the warning of v. 13.

James 1:13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one.

Here is a starting point for thinking about Providence, or God's relationship with the world.

1. God is Holy

Holy in the Bible refers to one or both of two qualities. The first is moral purity or separation from sin. The second is separation for a specific purpose. Both involve something being distinct. In relation to the world, God is holy. He is involved in the world but he is not a part of the world. He is distinct and separate from it. This is especially important when we consider sin. No human being can adequately explain how sin and evil came to be in a morally perfect creation. Prior to sin's intrusion through mankind's fall into it, God declared this creation to be very good. Adam's disobedience was clearly against God's declared will. Yet we know that God ordained sin because he planned our salvation from it before creation existed.

2 Timothy 1:9 [God] saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began,

We will explore sin and temptation in James in a later message. With regard to providence, the Bible leaves us to draw two basic conclusions even if we have to hold them in some tension.

God does not commit sin

James and his hearers believe in a Sovereign God because James assumes that some will think that God even tempts people to sin. But draws the line there. God may send trials but if you fall into temptation you cannot pin that back on God. Yet, we can also conclude,

God does control sin

James does not address this specifically but the rest of the Bible does. Time allows us just one striking example.

Joseph's biography appears in the later chapters of Genesis. His brothers clearly sin against him. They are guilty of jealousy (37:11), hatred (37:4, 5, 8), conspiracy to commit murder (37:20), assault (37:24), and then arranged for his kidnapping (37:28). Later when Joseph, as the chief executive in Egypt, hears their confession of these sins, he replies,

Genesis 45:5 And now do not be distressed or angry with yourselves because you sold me here, for God sent me before you to preserve life.

He could summarize the epic experience with this commentary 
Genesis 50:20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.

Wayne Grudem reviews the Joseph story with this assessment. 
"Here we have a combination of evil deeds brought about by sinful men who are rightly held accountable for their sin and the overriding providential control of God whereby God’s own purposes were accomplished. Both are clearly affirmed."

What does this mean for you and me? It assures us that God is not going to fall prey to corruption. He will not be bribed. His guidance will not involve deception. We can be certain that doing the right thing will please the One who is finally in charge. He is absolutely committed to morality and justice. You cannot get one over on Him by cheating, lying, or buying influence. Those who refuse to live justly will be judged justly. God's providence is consistent with his holiness. James touches on this to avoid error. His primary intent here is to affirm that:

2. God is Gracious

James 1:17 Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights….

In this thanksgiving season we will find great joy in meditating on this affirmation. Everything that is not sin is a gift from God. "From above" and "coming down" are words implying authority and administration rather than distance and direction. God is not way up there somewhere dropping a few gifts occasionally. As supreme authority he oversees all he has made and distributes all gifts. Though he works through means, all gifts originate with him. We do not celebrate Thanksgiving because there are gifts for which to be thankful but that there is a Giver who deserves our thanks.

And He acts as Father. He is the Father of lights, including the sun, moon, and stars. These lights were closely associated with the beauty and blessings of the seasons and harvest. James reiterates that behind these lights stands the love and care of a Father who providentially orders their movements. James describes God's gifts as both good and perfect. There is no reason to make sharp distinctions between the two words. But we can note a slight difference in emphasis. "Good" refers to what is pleasant and beautiful. "Perfect" refers to that which accomplishes its purpose, what is effective.

God gives pleasing gifts

God gives purposeful gifts

He gives gifts that are beautiful and beneficial, exquisite and efficient. We live surrounded everyday by God's gifts of all sizes, visible and invisible. Life itself is a gift. Every breath we take is a gift. Every relationship is a gift, even difficult ones. Trials are gifts. We earn nothing and can demand nothing. When we pause to give thanks, we recognize God's good and perfect gifts, especially the ones we overlook or just expect to be there. We may be looking for a particular gift, like a job, or healing, or a marriage partner, or success in some venture. We can be so wrapped up in expecting that particular gift that we fail to express gratitude for the simple and abundant gifts all around. The doctrine of providence cuts down our pride and turns loose our gratitude. Again, Wayne Grudem, 
"This confidence in God’s wise providence certainly does not equal superstition, for that is a belief in impersonal or demonic control of circumstances …. A deepened appreciation for the doctrine of providence will not make us more superstitious; it will make us trust in God more and obey him more fully."

Providence glorifies God as the gracious One who rules over and cares for his creation by giving good gifts. But suppose God changed. Suppose he stopped being gracious. Suppose he took advantage of our dependence on him and left us destitute. Such a thing cannot happen, because,

3. God is Faithful.

He does not change. The end of v. 17 describes God as the [James 1:17] ... Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. There is no variation in his essential character. He does not change who He is. There is no shadow or darkness in him due to something else changing. He is not forced to change by external influences. The picture here is of the "lights" of the heavens like the sun. God is consistent like the sun. The sun's orbit and activity does not change. There's no variation in it. God has that quality but to a greater degree. But the sun might be eclipsed. In James' day, an eclipse looked like some greater body darkened the sun. But this never happens with God. Nothing casts a shadow on God to change Him.

This means that God is utterly faithful and trustworthy. What he says at one point will be completely reliable at any other time because he is the same. We can be certain that he will continue to give good gifts because his graciousness is part of his unchanging nature. This faithfulness to Himself or unchangeability of God makes people uncomfortable because the Bible speaks of God changing his mind. One obvious example of this is the Lord's word to Samuel: 

1 Samuel 15:11 “I regret that I have made Saul king, for he has turned back from following me and has not performed my commandments.”
A brief solution to this perplexing problem is that the expression of God's character changes when situations change. In this case, if He had not judged Saul's sin, his essential holiness would undergo change. Instead, he changes his expression and brings judgment on the rebellious king. When God “changes,” He shows a different aspect of his unchanging nature.

We ought to be very thankful for this. If God were only holy and only responded to us on the basis of his holy hatred for sin, we would only experience the expression of his wrath. But, as James teaches us about Providence, he will not let us forget that, especially for His special people, 

4. God is Merciful

God's gifts in this life are temporary. They are intended not to satisfy us fully but to lead us to repentance. Recall the Paul's question about Providence in Romans 2.
Romans 2:4 Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not knowing that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? 5 But because of your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed.

On the day of judgment, God's goods gifts in this life will serve as evidence against those who refuse to acknowledge God. But for those who belong to Jesus Christ, God's providence includes a great mercy.

James 1:18 Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.

God takes initiative in the new birth. God causes the preaching of the gospel to effect new life in dead sinners. If you are spiritually alive today in Christ, God did that. And God’s purpose in giving you life was to put you on display. The firstfruits are the best of a harvest. The Lord pours his saving grace into his people so that they serve as an example of what God will do in the rest of creation when he makes all things new. The contrast in these verses we've looked at today could not be more striking. When godless desire conceives it gives birth to sin and sin matures into death. On the other hand, when God conceives a being, when he creates spiritual life, the resulting new creature is a model of his mercy and power.

Only one who has tasted God's mercy in Christ finds hope in Providence. If you do not know Jesus in a personal way, you may scoff at Providence or shudder at it. But you cannot sing about it. Do not try to solve the mystery of providence but to cry out for its mercy. As we prepare to respond to the God of Providence with songs of worship, we do well to consider the summary of Walter A. Elwell.
"In the depth of the mystery of God’s being he has formulated a benevolent, all-encompassing plan that is being worked out. This should evoke from us, not curiosity and speculation, but faith, praise, and submission."
