
One of the gifts that Jesus blessed us with, is being washed in the blood of the lamb.  Our hymnal considers this a major aspect of our faith, sandwiching it between Jesus' Cross and His Grace, Love, and Mercy.  Revelation also sings of how the elders are wearing the white robes, that have been washed in the blood of the lamb in multiple places.  We entered into God's covenant, with a symbolic washing in our baptism to acknowledge the blessing that we received when Jesus became the ruler and redeemer of our life.  This washing is not only a New Testament thing, it is also runs the course of the Old Testament.  The ceremonial washings occur time and time again.  Even the great stories of salvation, crossing the Red Sea and the Jordan, have an aspect of washing to them.  Going through the water and coming out clean on the other side, free from the burdens that once held us.


As a culture that bathes more than the rest of the world and other cultures in history, we should readily connect with the idea that we are washed in Jesus' blood and find ourselves clean.  But as one of the most sanitary cultures, the idea of bathing in blood also sets us back a bit.  What exactly are we supposed to do and how do we do it?


We know that we are washed in the waters of baptism.  When we do that, we do it with water, because Jesus was baptized with water.  But the idea of washing has progressed in its understanding over the millenia.  Moses and the Israelites were instructed to wash themselves for purification purposes.  Which we know does help, especially when you are actually touching something unclean, like a dead body or someone with an infection.  Medical facilities have washing stations every 10 feet.  But over time, the washing became symbolic to the people.  They would scrub their hands, and then continue to commit acts that did not honor God.


Jesus speaks to this habit of washing with out any deep thought or life change.  Lines like, “What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him ‘unclean,’ but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him ‘unclean.’ ” And again at the last supper where Jesus answered Peter, “A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean.”  Jesus was looking for the act of washing to not only kill germs and viruses, he was looking for these actions to become a tangible way of changing a person's moral action and thought.  He wanted their reality to change because of what he did.  Just as the reality of his work at the Wedding in Cana changed what was happening.  The party is about to fizzle out, because there is no more wine.  So Jesus takes the jars of water used for purification and transforms those into jars of life giving wine so that the celebration might continue.


In our baptism, our sins were washed away.  We were made clean via the blood of Jesus.  Jesus tells Peter prior to the last supper,  that if you have been washed, you do not need to bathe, only have your feet need washed and you will be cleaned.  As we hold these two biblical texts together, there comes the text out of James, where he tells the church, “Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.”


We are left to ask, “Who is right?  Were we washed in our baptism or is there more that we need to do?  Did we receive this benefit or not?”  If we were cleansed, then why is James telling the church that they need to wash their hands and purify their hearts?  Why is he calling us to grieve?


Eugene Peterson, in his intro to the book of James states, “When Christian believers gather in churches, everything that can go wrong sooner or later does.  Just as a hospital collects the sick under one roof and labels them as such, the church collects sinners. Many of the people outside the hospital are every bit as sick as the ones inside, but their illnesses are either undiagnosed or disguised. It’s similar with sinners outside the church.  So Christian churches are not, as a rule, model communities of good behavior. They are, rather, places where human misbehavior is brought out in the open, faced, and dealt with.”


So we have the benefit of being clean, but it is a matter of applying the benefit.  Of cashing in what you have been given.  For the reality is, even if you have been cleaned, your feet can still get dirty.  You may be clean, you may have a teflon finish now, where the sins of this world do not remain stuck to you.  But a teflon pan, still needs to go through the sink or dishwasher every once and awhile.


James is addressing a congregation who had assumed because they were in attendance for worship, they were right with God.  James is trying to get them to see that if they really live into the sacrificial death of Jesus, that they will be free to live as Jesus lived.  They will be free of the things that are encumbering them from working smoothly.  They will be able to do what they were created to do.  Follow in Jesus' footsteps to bring about the dynamic reality that is the Kingdom of God here on Earth.


But they can not do this, without living into the reality that they need to be using the water to wash away the places where the devil is starting to get his talons into their heart.  As a former bachelor, I know that teflon non-stick pans only hold up for so long and then new teflon pan is needed if you do not take care of it properly.  Now I hear if you do treat it properly, purschasing a new pan is not a regular occurance.  If you use metal spatulas or your fork to mix stuff, teflon is knocked off.  If you use a plastic spatula and follow the cleaning instructions, even eggs wipe right off.  But the more the teflon is removed, the more time you spend scrubbing and cleaning.


The people in James' congregation were living in such a way, that they were using a metal fork on the pan.  They were giving the devil places to infiltrate their lives and regain his foothold in our life.  In the process, they were losing sight of the reality for which they were given the teflon, so that they might build the Kingdom without restraint.  The work that is to be done is so grand, so world changing, so beyond our normal capability, that trying to fulfill it while carrying the burdens of sin are too much.


In order to be ready to do the work we are called to, we are to take the benefit of being washed clean by the blood of Jesus and submit ourselves to the same person Jesus submits to, God the Father.  In doing so, we are to resist the devil.  We are not to make his life easy.  Evil, for all its power, is always looking for the easy way.  When it finds resistance, it will flee.  For the devil does not have the tenacity to do what is necessary to overcome God.


The easiest way to resist the devil is to start a journey in a different direction.  Just as God's Kingdom is dynamic, always changing and evolving, so are our lives.  If we think we are holding the status quo, we are actually heading in a direction.  We are always drawing nearer or walking away from God in each and every thing we do.  Even if we are doing nothing, we are still drawing nearer to, or walking away from God.


James recommends coming near to God and God will come near to you.  God is there ready, waiting, desiring to draw near.  We just need to enact the benefit that we have because Jesus' blood has been poured out and our sins have been washed away in it.  We are clean, we need to just remove the pieces that are covering our cleanliness.


We need to wash our hands, we need to purify our hearts.  Notice that these commands do not tell us to clean our whole bodies.  They only address the sources of our actions and our thoughts.  We were made clean in Jesus' death.  But Jesus' new Kingdom has not fully come.  So we still need to deal with the things that hold us back.  The things that we have not let be washed in Jesus' blood.  Our hearts are not God's alone, our minds are trying to serve two masters.


This is why we are to grieve, mourn and wail.  This is why we are to stop laughing and start mourning.  In those places where it seems the devil is providing you such joy, our embracing of that joy needs to be turned to gloom.


We need to look no further for such places where this happens, than our basketball games.  Throughout the state, there are referees that are trying to provide safe settings for kids to learn.  They are running up and down the court all week this week calling things as best they can.  And yet, some of our joy this week, has been from yelling at the refs.  I have seen some calls from the 4th or 5th row that were questionable.  When they were missed and a fellow fan made a comment or I yelled “travel!” before they could get the whistle to their mouth, I should not have laughed at such an event.  But I should have grieved, mourned and wailed.  For the joy that I was living was not a holy joy, the laughter was not a holy laughter.  It was at the expense of someone else, serving us all week long.


In spite of being clean in Jesus' blood, I still need to wash my hands on a regular basis, for I am a sinner.  My heart still needs purified, for it holds onto values that are not part of God's kingdom.  My mind is still split, because I have not grieve the division enough to realize that the part that is not of God needs to go.


But all of this can change.  I can find my life filled with holy joy and holy laughter, by simply doing what we did to first be cleansed by the lamb.  We simply need to humble ourselves before the Lord.  When we do so, God will take care of the rest.  He will lift you up to a place where you can enjoy holy laughter about things that occur.  You can celebrate the holy joy that occurs.  You can do so free of the burdens of sin, because you have been cleaned by the blood and your hands are now clean as well.  You are free to move and fulfill your purpose, with nothing holding you back.
I ran into a little bump this week as I was working on this sermon.  

We are supposed to be talking about being washed clean in the blood of the lamb.  


How this benefit frees us to be the people of God 



who are then able to fulfill our original calling 




to be God's stewards of his creation.  



His fellow co-workers 




in bringing about the Kingdom he originally intended on creating.  

When I was originally looking at the verses 


that would support this wonderful reality that God has brought about, 



the clear and obvious texts that proclaimed this were in 1 Corinthians, 




“But you were washed, 




you were sanctified, 




you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 





and by the Spirit of our God.” 



and in Revelation where the angel shows John the saints in heaven, 




“And he said, 





“These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; 





they have washed their robes 






and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” 



and at the end of Revelation, 




“Blessed are those who wash their robes, 





that they may have the right to the tree of life 





and may go through the gates into the city.”  

Now those are great texts that tell us of this benefit of God.  


But we have already preached through Revelation over the course of a summer


and spent the last two summers in 1 Corinthians.  


There is another text in Titus, 



that speaks of being washed, 




but I preached on that text last week.  

So in my planning, 


I took a chance picking James.  

In the course of study, 


I confirmed the text itself does not work out as cleanly as these other texts.

The main issue with this text out of James is that it addresses our sanctification, 


rather than our justification.  

Sanctification is the life-long process of drawing closer and closer to God.  


Or “No one ever graduates from the Jesus school.”  

Justification is the new life, 


the birth into this life of God followers.  



It is where our modern term of “being born again” comes from.  




The old life has died, 




the new life has come.  

But the blessing we have all experienced with life is, 


is that life is not static, 


but rather dynamic.  

What we experienced and did yesterday, 


while possibly similar, 



will not be the same as what we did today.  

Watching the basketball games this past week is a clear sign of our dynamic lives.  


Same teams, 


same players, 



one day apart, 


and the games did not happen in the same way at all.  



The same plays were run, 




but in a different sequence.  



Same shots were taken, 




but some went in, 




some rattled out.  

Our lives are the same way.  


They are constantly changing and growing.

The Westminster Shorter Catechism explains sanctification this way, 


Sanctification is “the work of God’s free grace, 



whereby we are renewed in the whole man 




after the image of God, 



and are enabled more and more to die unto sin, 



and live unto righteousness.” 

J.I. Packer clarifies that, 


“The concept is not of sin being totally eradicated 



(that is to claim too much) 


or merely counteracted 



(that is to say too little), 


but of a divinely wrought character change freeing us from sinful habits 


and forming in us Christlike affections, dispositions, and virtues.”

When we were justified, 


we were pardoned by God as sinners, 


accepting us as just, 


and so putting permanently our previously estranged relationship with God. 

Being able to be in a relationship with God is the first step.  


But it is not the completed job.  

There is still the part where we let God's grace renew us in every aspect of our being, 
until we perfectly reflect what God looks like.  

This process requires us to die to sin more and more 


and live more and more into the ways of righteousness 



that Jesus so clearly demonstrated.

So it should be no surprise, 


that James is commending the act of submitting to God to his congregations.  

He encourages them to come under God 


in a new and deeper way.  

This will let God's grace work in their lives, 


enabling them to resist the devil 


and the devil will flee from such a person.  

This is because when we come near to God, 


he will come near to us.  

A good image of this is the prodigal son, 


who started walking towards his father on his return.  

As soon as his father saw him, 


and he had been looking every day, 



the father took off toward him, 




not walking, 




but running.

With the father there beside him, 


the tone and style of the son's life changes.  

It is a life that the devil had no place to grab hold anymore.  


Instead there was love, 


forgiveness 


and joy.  

Not exactly Satan's cup of tea, 


so he scattered in a new direction.

The next part of the text is one that is sometimes hard for Christians 


who have walked with Jesus for some time to hear, 


and for those new to the faith as well.   

“Wash your hands, 


you sinners, 

and purify your hearts, 


you double-minded.”  

This is not written to those outside the church, 


but to the very congregations that James, 



the brother of Jesus, 




baptized 



and first proclaimed the good news of Jesus' death and resurrection to.
The reality of a church is 


that it is filled with self-acknowledged sinners.  

So Eugene Peterson, 


in his intro to the book of James states, 

“When Christian believers gather in churches, 


everything that can go wrong 



sooner or later does.  

Just as a hospital collects the sick under one roof 


and labels them as such, 



the church collects sinners. 

Many of the people outside the hospital are every bit as sick as the ones inside, 


but their illnesses are either undiagnosed 


or disguised. 

It’s similar with sinners outside the church.  

So Christian churches are not, 


as a rule, 



model communities of good behavior. 

They are, 


rather, 



places where human misbehavior is brought out in the open, 



faced, 



and dealt with.”

Dealing with our misbehavior 


is what James is encouraging his people 


and us to do.  

We need to wash our hands, 


because we are sinners.  

We need to purify our hearts, 


because there is still transformation that needs to happen there.  

Our minds are still not, 


despite our justification, 



devoted solely to God.  

If we are here today, 


there is some part of our self that knows we need this.  

There is a part of us, 


despite living in a town that makes it so easy to be nice people, 



that tells us that there is something more than being nice that is necessary.

Verse 9 leads us to that something more.  


Grieve. 


Mourn. 


Wail.  

These are James' recommendations. 


Change our laughter to mourning, 


our joy to gloom.  

James is not in the midst of a Seasonal Affects Disorder 


or even depressed.  

There are things to laugh about 


and things to feel joy over.  



We just celebrated a season of Joy 




in the birth of Jesus Christ.  



Today is Epiphany, 




where the Savior of the World 





was revealed to the larger world in the Magi.  




That is a reason for us to feel great joy.  

But there are pieces of our lives, 


that we are to grieve, mourn, and wail over.  

If the church is the hospital for sinners, 


as things are diagnosed, 



there is much sadness in a hospital.  

That is where complicated surgery's are prescribed, 


lifestyle changes are announced, 


and life threatening illnesses are discovered.  

When we hear such things, 


tears roll, 


phone calls are made for support, 


people gather around us 



and spend hours in the waiting room, 




hoping to see us on the other side.  

As the church, 


my hope is that the same things are happening.  

That as we gather with our friends 


and hear stories of their lives, 



which are the same as telling the doctor your symptoms, 


we are able to gently help them see the roots of sin in their situation 


and the path of wholeness.  

We can help them see their growth towards wholeness.  


How they once reacted 


and how God's grace is enabling them to react now.

James' call to turn laughter into mourning 

and joy to gloom 


comes from the fact that some of the things we are celebrating 



cause God to grieve.  

In this particular letter, 


the people were celebrating the celebrities that were coming to their gatherings.  



They were giving them the place of highest esteem 




and causing the nobodies that Jesus died for,





to feel like nobodies.  

Those places of sin that the fallen world esteems and celebrates, 


James is reminding the people that Jesus' way, 


God's way, 



runs counter to the majority of the cultures way of doing things.  

We want to host the rich and powerful at our home.  


God calls us to host the poor, orphaned, and sick.  

The majority of our political discourse is 


who will show our power the best to the world.  

The Old Testament describes Israel's best Kings 


as those who were humble and seeking after God's own heart.  

The list goes on through every page of scripture.  


Proverbs is filled with line after line of counter cultural realities.

James prescribes one final way of dealing with our sinfulness.   


“Humble yourselves before the Lord, 



and he will lift you up.”  

If we, 


like a 2 year old covered in mud, 



think we do not need to take a bath, 



because we are not covered in sin.  




We are not being very humble.  

But if we are ready to acknowledge that God is not through with us yet.  

We have not graduated from the Jesus School, 


we can still grow in grace and knowledge of God; 



if we humble ourselves before God 




and say that we are here 





because we are a sinner, 





surrounded by sinners, 



God will lift us up.  

God has great things he desires to do.  


We make the work harder, 



not impossible, 


but harder by being stubborn.  

We are also no good to him in a constant state of grieving, mourning, and wailing.  

Jesus' sent out 


those who were wailing 



before he brought people back to life, 


because they were not in a state to see him at work.  

So let us have seasons of mourning, 

but also seasons of Holy joy 


where we celebrate what God has done in us, 


through us, 


and around us.

We are able to do so, 


because we have been washed in the blood of the lamb.
