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This morning we embark on the series of the Truly Colorful Life. What is a colorful life? To some a colorful life may mean a life of all kinds of experiences.  A colorful life is a gratifying and adventurous life without boundary. Let us drink and dance for tomorrow we die. Let us consume as much as we are able. A colorful life should not be dull and without external constraint. A colorful life is to let our own wish to run its course. Some tend to equate a colorful life with a sensuous lifestyle of no hindrance, not even the hindrance of our own conscience.  
A magazine becomes popular because of its original colorful variety of trendy cultures, cars, estates, job openings, indeed an Easy Finder as the name of the magazine so called. However in the course of time, under the pressure of keen market competition the magazine adopts a vulgar money and women line. We cannot find black and white in its spectrum of color any longer. The recent heated peep photo scandal of the magazine kindles the anger of the people. People come out to register their protest against color without black and white. People consider that a truly colorful magazine should not cross the black and white of privacy. 

Beginning from this Sunday the epistle lesson that we read will be taken from the book of James. The epistle reading right after the Pentecost—Trinity Sundays, as the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost had revealed to us---has the characteristic of being read in a row. Such arrangement is designed for the thrust of the lectionary after Pentecost, namely the indwelling of the Holy Spirit inside and among the Christians---Christian life. In coming five Sundays we will explore what constitutes a truly colorful life. In the book of James a truly colorful life is shaped by the beauty of black and white---the perfect law of God who is the designer and developer of our life. The book of James is considered a letter or rather a sermon addressing the issue of the growth of the Christian life. The text we read this morning, James 1: 17-27 is in fact a brief outline concerning the birth, the growth and development of the Christian life, which is further explained in subsequent chapters. 
1.
Truly colorful comes from truth, without truth there will be no real color
“Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.” (1: 17,18)
a. Mind your inner world. When is the last time you consider your life grim and without color and joy? Hurdles abound and you find yourself in the dark tunnel without light. Life seems meaningless. You are not able to figure out why you come across so many difficulties because of your Christian faith. God seems to be distant away.  You feel rejected and abandoned.  Then you may understand more about the situation of the recipients of the book of James.  They are believers under persecutions of all kinds. “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds.” (1:2) 
Life is full of ups and downs and we should not be surprised. All we need to do is to stay in course and fix our eyes on God because “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.” (1:18) Instead of complaining about the external trials in the arena of life the writer draws our attention to the internal fighting at the backstage of our inner world. We should be concerned more of the inside disarray, the inside temptations rather than the outside trials. Yes there is the battle of life but there is also the ongoing war inside between flesh and spirit.  We cannot control the external ups and downs. They are the mystery of life.   Nevertheless we can put things in their order concerning our inner life. In Greek the words trial and temptation are the same.  Order your inner world and you will prevail. If we win the battle in the backstage we will win the battle on the front stage.
b. simul justus et peccator (justified and sinner at the same time). Spiritual new life is a free gift from God and we cannot do anything for it except accepting it with gratitude. “He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.” (1: 18).  However after we receive the gift of new life we have to do all we can to let it grow. We need to reorder the disordered life. “Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent, and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.” (1:21). This verse tells about the dual spiritual existence of a Christian who is to engage in a spiritual war. At the same time a Christain is a  justified saint and a sinner--- simul justus et peccator. 
To illustrate this I think the picture of Aristotle and Phyllis, by the renowned Swiss Renaissance engraver Urs Graf (1485-1527), popular in many drawings and woodcuts in later Middle Ages, is instructive. In the picture, Aristotle, summit of human reason, is depicted utterly powerless before the sensuous charms of the beautiful Phyllis, princess of Thrace in Greek mythology. Holding a whip in her hand Phyllis is seen riding on poor crawling Aristotle.  Whereas the desires should subordinate to the will and the will be informed by reason ordered by God, in the picture, reason personified by Aristotle is totally at the mercy of desires.  By receiving the sacraments and attending to the holy word we are given grace to order the disordered life. We put things in their right order.
c. Where are you now? When the lusts get hold of us we may have an uneasy conscience in the beginning. However as times has gone by we may get used to it and accept that as the way we operate. We sink. The same thing happens to the media ecology. The degradation is gradual.  When one finds himself in disarray, and has great inertia to do anything, may be one is too tired and needs rest. Like Elijah in refuge all he needs is a baked cake on the coals and water, and good rest.  Or the problem may go deeper. We may misplace our love, attached to someone or something other than God. This is the order of life, the divine design. Sanctity and sanity are not set apart. “The sorrows of those will increase who run after other gods.” (Psalm 16: 4) “Above all guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.”  (Proverb 4:23)
When the word of God becomes blurred, the anchor loosened, we are being drifted away, slowly. C. S. Lewis makes a good observation saying that most Christians lost their faith not by denial but by drifting away. When Adam and Eve sinned and hid up, the Lord came to them and confronted them with questions “Where are you?” (Genesis 3: 3:9) “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat?”  (Genesis 3:9) Yes these words are blunt and direct, black and white, entertaining no illusion of hiding and self deceiving. So are the frank and straight forward words of the writer of the Book of James: “Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent, and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.” (1:21). The blunt words help the sinners to face the reality of sin and seek forgiveness.
To sum up: Without truth there is no color in our life. A truly colorful life is built on the design ordered by God who is our creator. He is the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. Where are you now? Where are you hiding? Come out and the heavenly light will shine on you. God is faithful. He does not change. He had chosen you and still hold you dearly. “Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.” (James 4:8) 
2.
A truly colorful life is also a disciplined life
“But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has hear, but doing it---he will be blessed in what he does.” (James 1:25)
a. Liberation begins with discipline. The word gives new birth. The word also trains a strong life. Truly liberated life comes from the good shaping of the word. I think all of you feel the pain of the disheartening news that makes headlines concerning the brutality of the youngster gang who beat to death a teenage girl whom they used to play with. How could they commit such a horrible crime? Crime experts suggest that when a crime is committed by a group the sense of guilt is less on the part of the individuals. We enforce each other in doing something nasty that we dare not do alone but we enjoy doing that for no purpose once the restraint is gone. But still, how could they do that? I understand the case more until one day I read an article about these youngsters. The victim and the convicted gangsters all live in the same neighbor where they gather together at night in the open playground which is in lack of any facilities for these teenagers. They simply happen to be there and start bullying each other for no reason, just for fun. Those being bullied by others begin to bully others. This is the subculture of the neighborhood. Like boiling the frog slowly in warm water it does not escape and gets used to it and eventually it dies in the boiling water. The conditioning of the moral filth and evil is devastating. Once we are hooked we may not escape so easily. 
Therefore we need the antidote of the word to ward off the inroads of the prevalent moral filth and evil. The word of God has the miracle of purifying our soul. More is the efficacy of purification if we act on the law. We are what we eat. We are what we see. If we say grace at every meal, thanksgiving gradually becomes an integral part of our personality. If you read Scriptures to your children before they go to bed every night, the word of God will stay with them all their life. A good habit is difficult to build up but easy to pull apart. Yes the devil lies in the details. But godliness also lies in the details. Bit by bit the castle is built. 
b. Bit by bit a castle is built. I can not forget the personal testimony of Rev. John Stott, one of the most respectable Christian leaders and writer that I had heard many years ago. He said every morning before he gets up from bed since he became Christian, he recites the fruit of the Holy Spirit, “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” and asks the Lord to help him produce these for the day. The same simple prayer is said every morning, for more than sixty years. The prayer sinks in deep in his soul and becomes an integral part of his personality. And before he sleeps again he looks for the chance to manifest the spiritual fruit, with the help of God. 
3.
A truly colorful life is a liberated life of love  (1:26,27)
a. love for our neighbor. The word can help put things in order. If we are driven by the base desires we are in bondage. If we are driven by the word we are liberated and be blessed. Genuine freedom is not the freedom of doing anything you like. That is licentious. Freedom is the freedom not to do. We have freedom not to smoke, not to drink, not to bear gamble, not to bear false witness, and not to follow our whimsical desires. That is true freedom. That is liberation
       
Beside ‘freedom from’ we also have ‘freedom unto’. In the text we read today there are three marks of spiritual maturity. One is in control of our tongues, freedom from malice and gossip. The second is freedom from yielding to the tempting value system of the world. The third is freedom unto, care for those in need, the orphans and widows, the marginalized. The three marks of spiritual life, or I may venture to say, of a truly colorful life, is further developed in Chapters two, four and three. All the marks of the spiritual maturity accentuate the discharge of love to our neighbor. Restraining the tongue and speaking no slander stem from the genuine concern for the honor of our brethren.  Listening to the lonely voice of the marginalized means we care and stand by the side of the needy. 
b. love for God. “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.” (1:12) “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.” (1: 17,18)

In addressing the readers of the letter James draws their attention to the goodness of God behind the trials they are caught into. The Lord has a purpose in what they are experiencing. Just trust the goodness and promise of God. Going through the trials we become mature and complete, not lacking anything and are ready to carry out the mission assigned to us in due time. (1:4)  He had chosen us and had a purpose for our life. He does not change like shifting shadows. He is faithful and trustworthy. In the counsel of being kind to one another the writer reminds the believers of the mercy of God. “Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment.” (2:13) Being kind to one another is our grateful response to God’s kindness to us. A truly colorful life is motivated by the love of God and love of men. We are driven by the passion for God and compassion for men.
Conclusion:  There are ups and downs. Sometimes we are caught in trials and find ourselves in the fierce battle field of life and we can not make any change. These are the mystery of life. However we should mind the decisive battle which is being fought at the backstage, the battle of spirit and flesh. We mind our inner world and God will take care of the external battle. Let me read the introduction paragraph of the sermon series again before I conclude this sermon. The black and white of the spiritual law is indeed like night and day of the natural law. Both come from the Lord. The shifting of day and night produces the four seasons and from the seasons come the splendor of all colors. Likewise in observing the word we have a truly colorful life.
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