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7Submit yourselves, then, to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  8Come 

near to God and he will come near to you.  Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your 

hearts, you double-minded.  9Grieve, mourn and wail.  Change your laughter to mourning 

and your joy to gloom.  10Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.  
11Brothers and sisters, do not slander one another.  Anyone who speaks against a 

brother or sister or judges them speaks against the law and judges it.  When you judge the 

law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it.  12There is only one Lawgiver and 

Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy.  But you—who are you to judge your 

neighbor?  

  

In early February of 1862, about a month and two weeks before the first Battle of 

Kernstown was fought right down the road here, a slightly more significant battle was fought in 

the Western Theater of the war along the Tennessee-Kentucky border on the banks of the 

Cumberland River.  The battle which became known as the Battle of Fort Donelson made an 

impact on the war for a number of reasons.  It was one of the first victories for Union Army and 

fostered a boost of moral for them at this early point in the war.  It also opened up the 

Cumberland River as an avenue of invasion into the heartland of the South.  But perhaps of even 

greater significance, the Battle of Fort Donelson thrust a relatively unknown and unproven 

brigadier general of the Union army into the spotlight.  The man’s name was Ulysses S. Grant. 

On February 16, after one final attempt at escape, Confederate General Simon Buckner 

asked for terms of surrender to which Grant replied: “No terms except an immediate and 

unconditional surrender can be accepted.”  The victory would earn him a promotion in rank to 

major general and would prompt the press suggest that his first two initials “U” and “S” actually 

stood for Unconditional Surrender and “Unconditional Success Grant” persisted as a nick-name 

for the remainder of the war. 

Eighteen and a half centuries before the Battle of Fort Donelson in the American Civil 

War, a battle was fought on a small hill outside of the city of Jerusalem.  It was the most 

significant battle that has ever been fought.  The war was over possession of the hearts of 

mankind.  God Himself took on the forces of evil.  As Jesus was nailed to the cross and hoisted 

into the air to meet His death, Satan must have thought his victory was imminent.  He struck with 

all His force and Jesus Christ, the God-Man, died.  Satan had struck God’s heel but what he did 

not realize was that in His death, Jesus had paid the penalty for the sins of the entire world.  On 

Easter Sunday morning, the Father raised Jesus from the dead.  Jesus went and proclaimed His 

victory over Satan and his angels then He burst forth from the tomb and came to His disciples. 

Among those visits the Apostle Paul tells us that Jesus visited a man named James (1 Co 

15:7), the half-brother of Jesus.  We have evidence in the Gospels that Jesus’ half-brothers didn’t 

believe that He was the Messiah during His public ministry.  It could well be that a post 

resurrection visit from Jesus may have been the turning point for James.  Whatever it was that 



convinced him that Jesus was the Christ, we praise God because of it.  James would eventually 

become the leader of the Christian church in Jerusalem and is responsible for writing the New 

Testament letter that bears his name, the letter from which our sermon text comes this morning. 

What we have, in our text, are Jesus terms of surrender, written down by James and 

delivered to us following His victory in the battle over our hearts.  He calls for our unconditional 

surrender, commanding us to submit both to God and to our neighbors.  The first clause which 

deals with our surrender to the Lord can be further broken down into seven terms.   

Term number one: Submit yourselves, to God.  Well that’s it, isn’t it?  We’re already in 

trouble.  Jesus wants us to surrender ourselves to Him and to His will.  We’ve got a problem 

though because, as Paul reminds us in Romans 8:7, the sinful mind… does not submit to 

God… nor can it do so.   

Surrender yourself to God; submit to Him unconditionally.  It isn’t an uncommon 

sentiment in the Bible.  Essentially, it’s the first commandment: You shall have no other gods 

before me (Ex 20:3).  When Jesus was being tested by the Sadducees and Pharisees, they asked 

Him, Teacher, what is the greatest commandment in the Law?  [He] replied, “Love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and all your soul, and all your mind” (Matthew 22:36-

37).  Those are God’s demands, surrender to Him one hundred percent.  Make Him the first 

priority in your life above everything else.  The other nine commandments simply show us how 

to do that.  That’s why each and every one of Luther’s explanations to the commandments begin 

with the words, “We should fear and love God, that (fill in the blank).”  Every sin that you 

commit, whether that’s a sin of hatred, lust, envy, or pride, is a sin against the first 

commandment. 

Jesus won the battle on Mt. Calvary.  Through His death on the cross, Jesus bought us 

back from sin and Satan.  But our sinful flesh, which refuses to submit to Jesus as our Lord, will 

continue to wage war against Him and against us throughout our lives.  And so He bids us to 

submit ourselves to God, to open ourselves up to His Word, allowing Him to guide us and show 

us what is right and wrong. 

Term number two: Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  Yes, the devil will 

provide us with his own terms and conditions.  Just because Jesus has already won the victory 

over Satan does not mean we can give in to the temptations he throws our way.  We must resist 

them.  The good news is that Jesus promises us that because He has already won the victory over 

Satan, armed with the power of the Gospel we have the power to defeat him as well.  This is why 

it is so important for us to memorize Scripture.  The verses contained within the Bible are our 

ammunition in the war against the devil.  And more we fill our arsenal with the Word of God the 

better prepared we are to send Satan packing when he tries to attack us and tempt us to sin.  Do 

not surrender to Satan.  Surrender to Jesus. 

Term number three: Come near to God and He will come near to you.  As Jesus gave 

His last breath on the cross, the world itself shook and the curtain in the temple which 

symbolized the separation of sinners from the holy God was rent from top to bottom (Mk 15:38).  

Because we have been purified by the blood of Jesus we are now able to come near to God and 

enter into His presence just as we are doing right now.  When we come to God, He comes to us, 

and when He comes to us, amazing things happen. 



Term number four: Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you 

double-minded.  When we come near to God and enter into His presence, it should be to wash 

our hands of our sins confessing them before Him.  Those sins that we confess come about 

because our hearts are divided between serving God and serving ourselves. 

Term number five: Grieve, mourn, and wail.  As we recognize our sins and come to 

grips with the fact that we have been joyfully serving the desires of our hearts rather than serving 

God we are led to repentance.  That repentance involves more than just saying sorry.  It is deep 

emotional cry to God to forgive us those sins which earn us nothing less than eternal death in 

hell. 

Term number six reiterates number five: Change your laughter to mourning and your 

joy to gloom.  The laughter and joy which we are to rid ourselves of is the laughter and joy that 

comes through selfishly serving ourselves.   

Finally, that brings us to term number seven: Humble yourselves before the Lord, and 

He will lift you up.  When we surrender to God, coming before Him and confessing our sins, 

laying ourselves at His feet begging for His mercy, pleading with Him to remove from us the 

punishment of death that we deserve, He promises that He will lift us up!  He reaches out and 

grabs hold of us saying, Do not be afraid.  I am the First and the Last.  I am the Living One; 

I was dead and behold I am alive forever and ever! (Rev 1:17b-18).  I am the resurrection 

and the Life.  Whoever believes in me will live! (Jn 11:25). 

Surrender yourselves unconditionally to God.  Love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest 

commandment.  And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself (Mt 22:37-38).  

The second clause of the terms and conditions James gives us details how we should submit 

ourselves in love to our neighbors: Brothers and sisters, do not slander one another.  Anyone 

who speaks against a brother or sister or judges them speaks against the law and judges it.  

When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it.  There is only 

one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy.  But you—who are you to 

judge your neighbor? 

God did hold our sins against us, because we have been purified by the blood of the 

Lamb he has removed our sins and credited us with the righteousness of His Son.  In response to 

that great act of love we show love to our neighbors, to all those around us, by forgiving them 

just as God forgave us and by not holding their sins against them. 

This isn’t an unfamiliar sentiment in Scripture either.  Jesus spoke some very similar 

words in His Sermon on the Mount: Do not judge, or you too will be judged.  For in the same 

way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be 

measured to you (Mt 7:1-2).  Many people have been confused by those words and have come 

to believe that what Jesus is telling us is that we should never tell anyone that anything they are 

doing is wrong.  If we are truly loving our neighbors, then we will tolerate them no matter what 

kind of lifestyle they lead.  That isn’t at all what Jesus is saying, and that isn’t at all what it 

means to love your neighbor.   

The judging that Jesus forbids is sinful judgment, when we think that we are better than 

somebody else because of something they have done or when someone confesses their sin to us 

and we refuse to forgive them because we don’t believe they are really sorry.  When we do that 



James warns us that we’re taking the place of God, and the judgment we will receive for such 

actions will certainly be severe.  Just a little farther back in His Sermon on the Mount Jesus tells 

us: If you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins (Mt 6:15). 

To truly submit to our neighbors in love means that when they ask us for our forgiveness 

we will share that amazing news of the Gospel with them that Jesus has taken away their sins and 

that they have been made clean in God’s sight through the washing of His blood.  It also means 

that when someone we know is sinning and they have not confessed their sin we have an 

obligation to them, in love, to point out their error and lead them to God for forgiveness.  That’s 

exactly what James tells us in the final words of his letter: Brothers and sisters, if one of you 

should wander from the truth and someone should bring that person back, remember this: 

Whoever turns a sinner from the error of their way will save them from death and cover 

over a multitude of sins. 

Jesus has won the victory over sin, over hell, and over our sinful nature.  The impact that 

has in our lives, the terms He has laid out for us, is clear: Surrender yourselves unconditionally 

to God.  Surrender yourselves in love to your neighbors.  Humble yourselves before the Lord, 

and He will lift you up.   

Amen. 


