
debtor’s ethic 
 

James 1:16-25 

in case you want more... 
 

Anger.  It enflames us like heartburn and escapes from our mouths  
like poison darts.  It causes us to injure, abuse, manipulate and withdraw 
from others.  Anger is the exact opposite of what God wants for us.   
 

Few of us will argue with the destructive power of anger.  But few of  
us have experienced significant freedom from anger in our hearts and 
lives.  What does grace say?  What power does grace provide?   
 

The book of James is very likely the oldest piece of the New Testament.  
It may have been written just about twelve years after Jesus died.      
The main concern of the letter from Jesus’ half-brother is the church  
under a time of great persecution, trial and suffering.  It is no wonder 
then that the writing is mainly concerned with application and praxis.    
In the first chapter, James’ argument involves the truth about anger.   
 

1:16-18—This is truth: every good thing in our lives is a gift from God.   
He is the author of all that is good.  To believe else is deception.   
James makes it clear that eternal life and salvation, or being “brought  
forth by the word of truth,” is the greatest of these gifts.   
Our forgiveness was purchased by Jesus on the cross, quenching the  
debt of our sin.  We are forgiven because of a substitute.  It is by grace.   
 

1:19-25—Now James zooms back out to the overall theme of the letter.  
How should a follower of Jesus Christ act in the midst of trial and pain?  
She should be a student.  He should be humble.  We should be mindful  
of the threat of anger.  Then this sweeping statement: 
 

The anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God.  
 

What does this mean?  What is James’ argument?  What is the point?   
The rest of our text encourages/commands James’ hearers to be  
active DOERS of the Word instead of simply receivers/listeners.  But  
follow the idea from verse 16.  If forgiveness is a grace-gift and anger is 
contrary to the life God desires… then the answer to our anger is to act 
like God.  We are to forgive.  See Ephesians 4:32; Colossians 3:13.   
 

Our blessing and liberty is connected to the power of God’s grace in  
our lives.  We are truly living out of the surplus of His goodness.   
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so now what? 
 

Not many of us have been to official anger management classes.  But, truth be 
told, almost all of us would qualify.  You may the person that quietly seethes 
inside until you get a stomach ulcer or you may be the person that outwardly 
rages in inflammatory and hurtful ways. Either way, anger is destructive.   
 
And yet again, we discover that it is not the life that God desires for us.   
If anger says “you owe me” in a debtor’s ethic kind of mentality, then grace 
moves in and says “I have forgiven you.”  Since our crimes against God are  
always and inevitably superior to those committed against us, the proper  
response is to CHOOSE to forgive those that owe us.   
Choose to cancel the debt.  It is a choice.   
Anger is a choice.   
Forgiveness is a choice.   
Grace supplies to power. 
 
Read and meditate on these passages this week: 

Proverbs 14:29  Matthew 18:15-35 
Ephesians 4:25-32  Colossians 3:1-13 
2 Corinthians 2:1-11 Luke 7:36-47 
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Recommended (surplus) Reading 
Each week we will include resources that may prove useful for more 
study and personal freedom in these difficult areas.  Read critically.  

If you are struggling with 
forgiveness at any level, 
this is a must read.  It is 
the best book I’ve ever 
read on the subject. ($10) 
   Some free copies on stage.   

I am indebted to Andy and 
this book for much of the 
language of this series.  It is 
a practical and worthwhile 
read for anybody. ($5-8) 

This outstanding book is 
filled with stories and in-
sight that will open up your 
heart to a new appreciation 
of God’s grace.  ($7-10) 


