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What Happened to James?
(Sunrise Service)
Sometimes I wonder what it would have been like to grow up with Jesus as one of my brothers.  I don’t think I would have liked it.  Think about it.  How would it be to grow up with a brother who never ever sinned?  Not ever.
I’m afraid I might grow up to resent Jesus.  Especially if Jesus were my older brother.  I mean, how could I possibly look good following His act?  He would never get in trouble for sassing back to Mom, like I would.  He would never get in trouble for throwing temper tantrums, like I would.  He would never get in trouble for lying, or stealing stuff, or cheating in a game, or being a sore loser, like I would.  I wonder how many times the parents would say something to me like, “Why can’t you be more like Jesus?”  Remember, the parents weren’t sinless.
The Bible tells us that Jesus did have some brothers and sisters, all younger.  Sometime in Jesus’s second year of ministry (All chronological references are based on Cheney & Ellisen, Jesus Christ, The Greatest Life Ever Lived), Jesus taught in the synagogue of his hometown, Nazareth.  Matthew 13 records it, beginning in Verse 54.  We learn from this passage the names of Jesus’s brothers.  It says,
NAU Matthew 13:54 He came to His hometown and began teaching them in their synagogue, so that they were astonished, and said, “Where did this man get this wisdom and these miraculous powers? 55 “Is not this the carpenter’s son? Is not His mother called Mary, and His brothers, James and Joseph and Simon and Judas? 56 “And His sisters, are they not all with us? Where then did this man get all these things?” 57 And they took offense at Him. . . .
So, Jesus’s brothers names are James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas.  James is probably the number-two brother behind Jesus.  Brothers are usually listed in their birth order in the Bible, and James comes first, after Jesus.
It’s easy to get names confused in the Bible.  As is the case today, many people of that day shared the same names.  So, James the brother of Jesus is not the same as the James, the son of Zebedee or James, the son of Alphaeus.  The latter two Jameses were among the original 12 disciples; James the brother of Jesus clearly was not.  Also, Simon, the brother of Jesus was not Simon Peter.  And Judas, the brother of Jesus was not Judas Iscariot.
And, Jesus had sisters.  We don’t know for sure how many sisters.  But it appears that He had more than two.  Matthew 13:56 says,
NAU Matthew 13:56 “And His sisters, are they not all with us? . . .”
The plural makes it clear that there was more than one sister.  And the fact that the townspeople asked, “And His sisters, are they not all with us?” suggests that there was more than two.  If there were only two, they probably would have said, “are they not both with us?”  The names of the sisters were probably Brittney, Janet, and Beyonce.  Just kidding.  We don’t know their names.  Anyway, it looks like Jesus had four brothers, and at least three sisters.  All younger.
What would it have been like to have Jesus as your brother in that family?  Which sibling do you suppose would have had the hardest time living with “Mr. Perfect” as a brother?  I don’t know for sure.  But my bet is that it was hardest for James.  He was the number-two brother, behind Jesus.  So James was the closest point of comparison.
Luke, Chapter 2 records the story of the family traveling to Jerusalem for the Feast of Passover.  Jesus was 12 at the time.  We don’t know how old James was.  Maybe he was 10.  You may recall that, after they celebrated the Passover, they left for home.  But Jesus stayed behind without telling His parents.  After a day of travel, Mary and Joseph realized that Jesus had not come with them.  So they anxiously returned.  We’re not told anything about James in all this.  But if I were James, and if I were about 10 years old, and if I were headed back for Jerusalem with my irritated parents to try to find Jesus, I know what I’d be thinking.  “Finally!  Jesus is in trouble.  Alright, He’s going to get it now, baby!”  I can imagine saying, “Hey Mom, I’ve just been meditating on the Hebrew Scriptures that you teach us.  Proverbs 29:15 says,”
NAU Proverbs 29:15 The rod and reproof give wisdom, But a child who gets his own way brings shame to his mother.

When they finally found Jesus, He was in the temple, listening and asking questions.  Luke 2:48 says,
NAU Luke 2:48 When they saw Him, they were astonished; and His mother said to Him, “Son, why have You treated us this way? Behold, Your father and I have been anxiously looking for You.”
If I were James, I’d be thinking, “Oh yeah.  Here it comes.  Is He going to get the rod?  Is He going to have to do my chores now?  Or, is He going to get grounded?”

Luke 2:49 records the response of young Jesus:

NAU Luke 2:49 And He said to them, “Why is it that you were looking for Me? Did you not know that I had to be in My Father’s house?”
And, we have no evidence that anything happened in the way of discipline.  It just says they all went home and Jesus remained obedient to them.  If I were James, I’d be ticked.  I could see myself walking back to Nazareth, occasionally and mockingly muttering just loud enough for Jesus to hear:  “I had to be in My Father’s house.  I had to be in My Father’s house.”
About twenty years later, Jesus was in His third year of public ministry.  And it appears that all His brothers, not just James, have hard feelings toward Jesus.  They do not believe in Him.  They are not among His followers.  Let me show you how one scene unfolds to reveal the antagonism of His brothers.  John 7:1 says,
NAU John 7:1 After these things Jesus was walking in Galilee, for He was unwilling to walk in Judea because the Jews were seeking to kill Him.
Jesus had been in public ministry long enough to make enemies of some leading Jews in Judea.  In fact, this verse says that some Jews in Judea were looking to kill Jesus, so Jesus was unwilling to go to Judea at that time.  Verse 2 continues:
NAU John 7:2 Now the feast of the Jews, the Feast of Booths, was near.

The Feast of Booths was a Jewish religious celebration held in Judea, the place where there were Jewish leaders seeking to kill Jesus.  In light of this, Jesus’s brothers give a very sarcastic suggestion in Verse 3:
NAU John 7:3 Therefore His brothers said to Him, “Leave here and go into Judea . . .”
It is quite possible that Jesus’s brothers knew of the death threats in Judea, and were therefore inviting Jesus to go get Himself assassinated.  Even if they were unaware of the threats, the rest of Verse 3 and Verse 4 indicate that the brothers sarcastically suggest that Jesus go show off at the Feast of Booths.  It would be a great media event and “photo-op” for a big-shot schmoozer like Jesus.  They say,
NAU John 7:3 . . . “Leave here and go into Judea, so that Your disciples also may see Your works which You are doing. 4 “For no one does anything in secret when he himself seeks to be known publicly. If You do these things, show Yourself to the world.”
We know they’re being sarcastic because the very next verse says,
NAU John 7:5  For not even His brothers were believing in Him.

After that point, the gospels are silent regarding James.  We have every reason to believe that James remained an unbeliever and never followed Jesus before His crucifixion.
If, after reading through the gospels and finding nothing more about James, we then read through the book of Acts, documenting the growth of the church after Christ’s death, we find something surprising.  It speaks of James as though he is the leader of the church in Jerusalem.  When Peter is freed from prison, he asks that word of his liberation be sent to James (Acts 12:17).  When a council of Christian leaders is convened in Jerusalem to consider just how Jewish the new Gentile believers in the church ought to be, it is the opinion of James that carries the greatest weight (Acts 15:12-21).
And then, James writes a God-inspired epistle to that bears his name.  In the first line of it, he says,

NAU James 1:1 James, a bond-servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes who are dispersed abroad: Greetings.
What happened to James?  How on earth did he become a believer?  Not only that, but how on earth did he become such a prominent leader in the early church after being so antagonistic toward his brother, Jesus?  What happened?  The Apostle Paul explains it in 1 Corinthians 15, beginning in Verse 3.  He says,
NAU 1 Corinthians 15:3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 6 After that He appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom remain until now, but some have fallen asleep; 7 then He appeared to James . . .
That’s what happened.  The risen Jesus appeared to James.

I wonder what that was like.  I don’t know exactly what James felt, but if I were James I think I would have felt ashamed.  Ashamed at not recognizing Jesus as the Son of God.  Ashamed at how I had treated Him all those years.  Ashamed at my own sin.  I would have fallen at His feet.

And I can imagine Jesus saying something like, “I know.  I paid for it all on the cross.  And the good news is you’re forgiven because you now believe in Me.  And by faith, you have received the good and perfect gift of eternal life.”

And I can imagine Him gently, lovingly picking me up off the ground, looking me in the eye, and saying, “It’s you and Me now.  You are My choice possession.”
And now, James writes to us in James 1:16-18

NLT James 1:16 So don't be misled, my dear brothers and sisters. 17 Whatever is good and perfect comes to us from God above, who created all heaven's lights. Unlike them, he never changes or casts shifting shadows. 18 In his goodness he chose to make us his own children by giving us his true word. And we, out of all creation, became his choice possession.
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