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As we continue our journey through the Book of James, we find that James shoots 

from the hip. He doesn’t mince words; he doesn’t couch his counsel in gentle 

subtlety. His advice today is no different. Check this out: “Submit yourselves to 

God. Draw near to God and he will draw near to you.” I often refer to this verse as 

“the gospel according to Seals and Crofts:” (Hit it, Shel!) ‘Darlin’ if you want me to 

be closer to you get closer to me.’ Right? 

         What does it mean – really mean – to submit to God? We Americans have a 

very hard time submitting to ANYone and ANYthing. To us, submission sounds like 

weakness, right? As a kid who grew up with not one but two older brothers, I 

knew from a very early age what “submit” meant. One or the other – and 

sometimes both - of my brothers would pile on me, put me in some WWF choke 

hold, and yell, “Say, ‘Uncle! Say it!” ‘Uncle’ was the 1970s word for submit, and I 

uttered that word more times than I care to admit. We don’t like to submit. We 

like to think of ourselves as self-determining, as being in charge of our own 

destinies, as self-reliant. But then, along comes Jesus and along comes his brother 

James, asking for our submission. So what are we to do with this? 

           The kind of submission Jesus and James are calling us to is very different 

from the kind to which my brothers used to call me. God is no bully; in fact, God is 

the opposite. God is pure love, and She knows us better than we know ourselves. 

That’s what all those laws in the Old Testament or Hebrew scriptures are about – 

God trying to protect us – Often - from ourselves, from our own base instincts. 

God knows the kind of crap we can get ourselves into, and so She graciously gave 

us rules, principles, and laws in hopes of helping us avoid the countless natural 

consequences of oh-so-human and often unwise choices. 

           In addition to knowing each of us, God also knows the world, the countless, 

dynamic forces that are always at work all around us. I think it is this limitless 

knowledge that God has that led Her to say through James, “Come now, you who 

say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a year 

there and trade and gain;’ why you don’t even know about tomorrow! What is 

your life? You are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. So 

instead you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we shall live and we shall do this or 



that.’” 

              Did you catch what James is saying here? The plans we make, the cavalier 

attitude we take in talking about next year, next month, or, at this point during 

Covid, even next week or tomorrow are presumptuous. They don’t take into 

account how much we aren’t in charge of. To be honest, this – exactly what we’re 

talking about now – is one of the things I’m most grateful for about Covid. Thick-

headed people like me are finally beginning to understand how little we really are 

in charge of or can actually control, right? This pandemic has – or at least it should 

have – served as a reminder that we are dependent – not independent but 

dependent. To be even more brutally honest, I think climate change is trying to 

tell us the very same message. If we think Covid 19 is a big inconvenience to our 

schedule and plans, folks, wait till you see what happens when those polar ice 

caps melt a little more or when the earth’s core temperature rises just a couple 

more degrees. We are infinitely less independent and self-sufficient than we like 

to think we are, and the sooner we get that through our thick skulls the better. 

             But again, the One on whom we are all dependent is NOT some bully 

trying to force us to cry ‘Uncle.’ God knows us – better than we know ourselves. 

And this God of ours - the God of Jesus and the God of James, the God of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Moses, the God of Sarah, Rebecca, and Mary – is a God who 

knows us, loves us, and constantly roots for us. So what will determine whether 

we will submit to this God or not is whether we truly believe in God’s goodness 

and God’s love. Let me say that again: What will determine whether we will 

submit to God or not is whether we truly believe in God’s goodness and God’s 

love. Do we trust God enough to submit to Him in the way James is asking us to? 

             Certainly, the best example of trusting submission that we have is Jesus in 

the Garden of Gethsemane. He’s starting to get the sense that his ministry is not 

going to end well. He can see the writing on the wall, that the light at the end of 

his immediate tunnel is a freight train bearing down on him. So he goes into his 

favorite garden for a 3-hour prayer vigil. 3 times he asks God to let him out of this 

trap that’s been laid for him. 3 times he begs God to find another way. And 3 

times God is silent.  

             But if we read between the lines of this section of Matthew 26, we can’t 

help but see that God does do something significant to Jesus’s heart. He enters 

the garden and this time of deep prayer a broken man. He even says to his 

disciples, “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death,” as he falls onto his knees in 



verses 38-39. But after 3 hours of both pouring out his heart AND listening for the 

still, small voice of God’s Spirit, Jesus says something very different in verses 45 & 

46. He says, “Behold, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the 

hands of sinners. Rise, let us be going. My betrayer is at hand.” 3 hours on his 

knees has given Jesus strength – noticeable strength. His circumstances have not 

changed, but his ability to rise and meet those circumstances have. Let me repeat 

that…After 3 hours on his knees, Jesus’s circumstances haven’t changed, but his 

ability to rise and meet those circumstances have. That is how submission works. 

           So what is it that is bringing you to your knees lately? What is it in your life 

right now that is making you sorrowful, even unto death? For many of us it is the 

Covid-19 pandemic. The very recent return to near lockdown status, the re-

closing of bars, restaurants, gyms, etc. – not to mention our church – is a blow – a 

very disheartening blow. For others of us it might be the economic impact of 

either this pandemic or the larger economic reality in our country. Even our 

church is now taking a big hit as people fall behind on their pledge payments for 

2020. I know others among us who are dealing with some really difficult relational 

issues: kids who are in trouble, loved ones in protest cities, or even death itself. 

Just this past week, I lost a fraternity brother to Covid and a childhood friend to 

suicide. I borrowed Jesus’s words verbatim, telling God, “My soul is very 

sorrowful, even unto death. Many of us are “looking forward” to a holiday season 

– Thanksgiving and Christmas – where we may well not be able to be with any of 

our family who don’t live with us. There are people in this congregation who can’t 

even go to the nursing home in which their mother or father or husband is dying. 

               Life in 2020 is throwing some serious crap at us, and it just keeps coming. 

It’s like one tsunami after another, and it’s all way bigger and way more powerful 

than any of us is. It is teaching us the meaning of submission. But we must be very 

clear, as we confront the burdens of this day and this month and this year, about 

to Whom or to what we are submitting. We aren’t submitting to the post-election 

turmoil or drama. We aren’t submitting to the racial violence and unrest. We 

aren’t even submitting to the Corona virus. We’re submitting to the God who 

loves us…to the God who has our best interests in mind, not matter what the 

world is throwing at us. We’re submitting to the God who will never leave or 

forsake us…to the God who met Jesus in that sad, sad garden and raised him up. 

We’re submitting to the God who raised Jesus up from his sorrowful-unto-death 

prayer state and gave him the courage to face those soldiers and his betrayer. 



God raised Jesus up -even as the world threw a cross at him - empowering Jesus 

to carry his cross to and through Golgotha. And the God to whom Jesus submitted 

raised Jesus up even from death and from that stone-blocked tomb. 

          In other words, folks, when we submit to God, we’ve got to think Big 

Picture. BIG picture…the LONG view, the view that tells us that these sorrows 

we’re enduring may be bad…but they are NOT forever. It’s like Paul said in II 

Corinthians 4 a couple weeks back, remember? “We are afflicted but not crushed; 

perplexed but not driven to despair; persecuted but not forsaken; struck down 

but not destroyed; always carrying in our bodies the death of Jesus, so that the 

life of Jesus may also be manifested in us.” 

          Brothers and sisters, where we are right now is hard…Where we are right 

now is dark…Where we are right now is scary…Where we are right now hurts! But 

the God to whom we submit is bigger than all this crap. The God to whom we 

submit has been around a lot longer than Covid 19 and will be around long after 

this pandemic has passed.  

          You know, when Jesus was taken captive in the Garden of Gethsemane, 

Judas and those soldiers thought Jesus was submitting to them, but he wasn’t. 

When Pilate and then Herod put Jesus on trial and condemned him to death, they 

thought Jesus was submitting to them, but he wasn’t. When those Roman soldiers 

nailed Jesus to the tree, they thought he was submitting to them, but he wasn’t. 

He was submitting to the only One worth submitting to…the One who loved him 

like his very own son…the One who knew him better than Jesus knew himself… 

the One who knew that this present suffering is not even worth comparing to the 

glory that will soon be revealed to us. Amen. 

 


