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Part 4 – The Christian’s Life Span  
 

James 1:12-19a      
In this section James takes on the themes of steadfastness 
in trials (vs. 12), love for God (vs. 12), the believer’s eternal 
reward (vs. 12), God as he is in himself (vs. 17), temptation 
and desire (vs. 14), death (vs. 15), and the mystery of the 
new birth (vs. 18). Once again, James packs a tremendous 
amount of content into a rather spare economy of words. And 
as always, there is his characteristic plea to be heard, “Know 
this my beloved brothers…” (vs. 19a). 
 

Bible Scholar Alec Motyer notes that this section of James is about “the triad of birth, life, and death.”1 The 
Christian has a very specific understanding of life in general and the Christian lifespan specifically. The 
biblical view of life is that of a line with a beginning, a middle and an eternal goal. Life as a cycle, endless 
or otherwise, is a pagan view incompatible with the Scriptures. That is not to say that the biblical or Christian 
view of life sees physical death as the end. Quite the opposite. The Christian life span has as its goal 
everlasting life in the presence of God in the new heaven and new earth. And the Guarantor of this glorious 
hope is God himself in whom “there is no variation or shadow due to change” (vs. 17). The Christian’s 
lifespan may be pictured as follows: 

 
 

                       New                                                                                               physical  

       Birth        Birth                                 Maturity                                        death        Glory… 
 
 
1. The Goal of Life   
Vs. 12                                                                                                                 
 In explaining the lifespan of the Christian, James begins with the end in view. Here, we are reminded 

again that trials are not only to build steadfastness within us but to equip us for fullness of joy in eternity. 
Trials are not for temporal maturity only but are designed also for future reward.   

 James uses the metaphor of a crown to communicate that eternal life is the great reward for the believer 
whose faith is proved genuine. The metaphor would have likely prompted his original audience to picture 
a laurel wreath, the prize given to the winner at the end of a race in the Greco-Roman world. Scripture 
compares the Christian life to a race. Genuine believers are those who endure to the end. The Christian 
life is one of moving through trials to the ultimate reward. It may be described as a trajectory from cross 
(life in a fallen world) to crown (glory in the age to come). The means by which we come into possession 
of the “crown of life” is faithful endurance through the trials of life.  

 The great goal of the Christian life purchased by Jesus through his death and resurrection is life eternal 
in the blessed presence of God (Matthew 19:29; John 3:16, 36; 5:24; 6:40; 10:28; 17:2; Acts 13:48; 
Romans 5:21; 6:22-23; 1 Corinthians 15:42-58; 1 Timothy 1:16; Titus 3:7; 1 John 2:25; 5:11-13; 
Revelation 21-22).  

 
2. The Battle for Godliness   
Vv. 13-17 

 The “great in-between” of the Christian life is one of struggle. From the moment of our new birth to our 
last breath we will struggle against the world, the flesh, and the devil. We will carry sorrows and nurse 
wounds. We will fight against sin and temptation. We will wrestle against the Adversary. This is not to 
suggest that life ought to be a dreary burden for Christians. By God’s grace, there are many joys in this 
life. But though we have access to great joys in this life, we also must walk through great trials. 

 Twice in the first chapter James describes for us the nearly identical sequences of trials, steadfastness, 
and maturity (vv. 2-4) and trials, steadfastness, and life (vs. 12). In verses 14-15 James “introduces us to 
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a sinister replica: desire, sin, death.”2 See how that deadly trio contrasts with the perfection and life 
promised to the believer in verses 4 and 12. The perfection and life James refers to are ultimately 
experienced in the age to come. However, the believer is able to taste of these eternal blessings here 
and now even if incompletely. Similarly, the death experienced in this fallen world is a foretaste of the 
final judgment upon the impenitent. In this life, the warning for the Christian is to avoid those activities 
(sins) which lead only to death.  

 Take note of verse 17. It is not like James to make smooth transitions. He rather abruptly moves us on. 
But he is not changing subjects. After verses 13-16 we are likely to wonder how we can walk forward in 
life with the constant threat presented by our own hearts. How can we love God with undivided hearts 
when sin springs from those very hearts? To these anxieties James answers, “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.” Our trials, including our struggles with our own sin, are met by the pure (“Father of lights”) 
and unchanging goodness of God. The sorrows and troubles of this life are no match for the eternal 
goodness of God which even in this fallen world we are able to fall upon and in which we take comfort. 

 
3. The New Birth   
Vs. 17-19a 

 As if moving in reverse order James takes us to the point where the Christian life begins. He makes use 
of language given to us by the Lord Jesus who told the Pharisee Nicodemus that if he was to have eternal 
life then he must be “born again” (John 3:3), or “born of the Spirit” (3:5,6, 8).  

 
A) The new birth is of God’s willing and working. 
“Of his own will he brought us forth…” (vs. 18a) 

 Our faith in Jesus; our decision to repent of our sin and turn in faith to Jesus were consequent to God’s 
initiating grace in calling us to himself. The new birth which enables our repentance and faith is entirely 
the sovereign and gracious work of God. 

 
B) The new birth is affected by God’s Word. 
“…by the word of truth…” (vs. 18b) 

 The chief means God uses to bring about the new birth is his living word, the proclamation of the gospel. 
In Romans 10 Paul asks how people will believe if they do not have anyone sent to preach to them the 
word of God. He concludes that “faith comes by hearing and that by the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). 
The gospel – the message at the heart of the Scriptures – is the power of God to save all who hear it and 
believe (Romans 1:16). 

 
C) The new birth makes us new creatures.  
“…that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.”  (vs. 18c) 

 God’s grace is not only declarative. God’s grace is also transformative. That is, God does not merely 
declare us to be righteous (though he does!). God also goes about actually transforming us. 

 
D) The new birth is guaranteed by God’s nature.  
“…coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change” (vs. 
17b-c).  

 The very best “good and perfect gift” that God gives us is the new birth by which we are brought to 
everlasting spiritual life. This greatest of all God’s good gifts is guaranteed and kept for us on the basis 
of God’s own nature. He is immutable; that is, eternally unchanging. His promises do not wax and wane. 
God’s love for and covenant commitment to his people is eternally secure since he himself cannot ever 
change.  

 The Old Testament practice of offering to God the “first fruits” (vs.18) of harvest was an act of trust that 
he will faithfully keep and preserve his people. The firstfruits offerings prescribed by God were meant to 
act as annual reminders of the Lord bringing his people up from slavery, defending them through trials, 
and finally placing them in a homeland. The Christian’s life span is the fulfillment of those Old Testament 
shadows. We are the firstfruits of God’s plentiful harvest kept in heaven as an eternal inheritance.  
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