
“The Holiness of God” 
(James 1:13, 17-18) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  James has been speaking to us about trials.   
a.  That they are a part of our experience.   
b.  That they are ordained by God for our good.   
c.  That they help build us up in faith and maturity.   
d.  And that therefore, we should rejoice when they come.   

 
2.  Last week, he considered two trials in particular:   

a.  That of poverty/humble circumstances.   
(i)  Particularly that we shouldn’t see this as a trial.   
(ii)  Those who are poorer in the world’s goods tend to be richer in faith.   
(iii)  Those who have less tend to be humbler, which is the way to greatness 

in God’s kingdom.   
 

b.  Riches, on the other hand, tend to have the opposite effect.   
(i)  To make us depend on them more and God less.   
(ii)  And to puff us up with pride:  which is the way to being humbled in 

God’s kingdom.   
 

c.  Bottom line:  we must seek to be humble.   
(i)  The Lord will give us what is best for us.   
(ii)  We need to be content with what He has ordained for us.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  But this discussion of trials raises important questions:   
a.  If trials are ordained by God and often include being tempted, is God the One 

who tempts us?   
b.  And if God tempts us, can He be holy?   

 
2.  James answers these questions very pointedly:   

a.  We must never begin to think this way.   
b.  God is not tempted by evil.   
c.  And He Himself does not tempt anyone.   
d.  To put it more simply, we can thank God for every good and perfect thing we 

have, but we may never charge Him with any of the evil we encounter.   
 

3.  This morning, we’re going to explore this further and see:   
a.  God is holy and can’t be tempted by evil.   
b.  God is holy and won’t tempt anyone to evil.   
c.  God is holy and therefore only does good.   
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II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, God is holy and cannot be tempted by evil.  James writes, “Let no one say 
when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by 
evil (v. 13).   
1.  What does it mean to be holy?   

a.  Holiness means separation, or separateness.   
(i)  It can mean to be set apart:  from one use to another.   
(ii)  It can mean separation from sin:  to be removed from it.   
 

b.  Holiness in the Bible refers to a person or thing’s relationship to God.   
(i)  When something is set apart to God, it is called holy.   

(a)  The Levites were set apart to do work in the tabernacle and temple (2 
Chr. 23:6).   

(b)  Certain vessels were set apart to be used exclusively for God’s work.   
(c)  There were oils and incense that were holy:  they were to be used only 

for God’s worship – no one could make any like them or use them for 
any other purpose.   

(d)  Israel was set apart to God as a holy nation (they weren’t all 
converted).   

 
(ii)  When a person is set apart from sin and to God in salvation, he is holy.   

(a)  There is a formal or outward holiness that applies to things set apart to 
the Lord, such as the things we just saw, or even as our children, who 
have not truly believed in the Lord.   

(b)  But there is an inward holiness, produced by the Holy Spirit, 
summarized by holy love in the heart that characterizes a Christian.   

(c)  When a person has God’s Spirit in this saving way, he is set apart to 
God and becomes like God:  he has, as Peter says, become partaker of 
the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4).   

 
2.  It’s in this second sense that we say God is holy.   

a.  God is separate from sin.   
(i)  As James tells us, with Him “there is no variation, or shifting shadow” (v. 

17).   
(ii)  He is perfect, never changes, and therefore never varies from the truth, 

from what is right.   
(iii)  There is no shifting shadow in Him, but perfect light – the light of His 

truth and holiness.   
 

b.  He hates sin.   
(i)  He has an infinite aversion to it.   
(ii)  It is completely opposite to His holy tastes/affections.   
(iii)  He hates it far worse than we do, because of His infinite purity.   

 
3.  Because of this, sin does not tempt Him.   
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a.  It cannot tempt Him.   
(i)  You can’t be tempted by things you hate.   

(a)  Think of the most disgusting food that you can.   
(b)  Think of it heaped up on a plate and set in front of you.   
(c)  Would you be tempted to eat it?   
(d)  You might if you were starving.   
(e)  But under normal circumstances, you wouldn’t.   
 

(ii)  God hates sin – it is no temptation to Him under any circumstances.   
 

b.  God is perfectly filled with His own goodness.   
(i)  He is eternally happy and satisfied.   
(ii)  He doesn’t lack anything to make Him perfectly content.   
(iii)  But even if He did – which is impossible – He wouldn’t find any 

fulfillment in sin – it is equally impossible that He should.   
 
B.  Second, God is holy and will never tempt anyone to evil.  James writes, “Let no 

one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God’; for God cannot be 
tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone” (v. 13).   
1.  Because God is holy, He does not tempt anyone.   

a.  How can we accuse God of tempting us with something that is infinitely 
repulsive to Himself?   

b.  The Lord will not stain His hands with evil:  He is perfectly holy.   
 
2.  But then how can we reconcile this with the fact that we are tempted?   

a.  God doesn’t tempt us, but in His plan He does ordain that others will.   
(i)  This is not evil that He created, but it is evil that He allows.   
(ii)  How can He do this?  Because of His reasons for allowing it in the first 

place:  that good might come of it.   
 

b.  God can use evil for good and holy purposes.   
(i)  He can use it to try us, as we’ve seen:  producing humility, strength, 

endurance, maturity (James 1:2-4).   
(ii)  He can use it to bring judgment or discipline:  He used nations more 

wicked than His own people to judge them or punish them (Hab. 1).   
(iii)  He can use it to protect His people:  as He did with Joseph’s brothers 

(Gen. 50:20).   
(iv)  He can use it to save His people:  as He did in the crucifixion of Christ 

(Acts 4:27-28).   
(v)  He can use it to glorify His holiness:  which He does when bringing 

judgment in this life (Rom. 1:18), or in the end in the final judgment.   
 

c.  God is not the author of evil.   
(i)  He ordained that it would arise in His creation.   
(ii)  He ordained that it would come through His creatures:  which it did, 

through Satan.   
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(iii)  But He ordained it that it might arise for good purposes.   
(iv)  He does not tempt anyone to evil, the creature does.   
(v)  We’ll see this evening exactly where temptation comes from.   

 
C.  Finally, because God is holy, He only does what is good.  In verses 17 and 18, he 

writes, “Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down 
from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow.  In 
the exercise of His will He brought us forth by the word of truth, so that we would 
be a kind of first fruits among His creatures.”   
1.  James will not credit God with what is evil, but he will give God the credit for 

everything good.   
a.  He is the Father of lights:   

(i)  Referring literally to the sun, stars:  these are good.   
(ii)  Metaphorically to truth, wisdom, understanding, and holiness.   
 

b.  Every good thing given and every perfect gift comes from Him.   
(i)  Things to sustain our bodies:  food, clothing, shelter.   
(ii)  Things to sustain our happiness:  relationships, family.   
(iii)  Things to sustain our souls:  the Holy Spirit, the Word, sacraments, 

prayer.   
 

c.  He was the One who saved us:  “In the exercise of His will He brought us 
forth by the word of truth, so that we would be a kind of first fruits among 
His creatures” (v. 18).   
(i)  Salvation by grace, through the gift of faith, is purely of His mercy.   
(ii)  We are the first fruits of His creatures – we belong to Him, even as the 

first fruits of the harvest represented that portion set apart to God to show 
that all belonged to Him.   

 
d.  Every good thing comes from Him – nothing evil.   

 
2.  God, as we’ve seen, even turns evil into good for His children.   

a.  Because of evil, we’ll be:  stronger, humbler, more mature, give God greater 
glory.   

b.  Because of evil, God will be:  more greatly glorified – for His mercy, in His 
judgment.   

 
3.  And so as James says, “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted 

by God.”   
a.  “God cannot be tempted by evil” (v. 13).   
b.  “And He Himself does not tempt anyone” (v. 13).   
c.  Temptation, as James will tell us this evening, comes from a combination of 

things without and within.  This evening, we’ll consider what causes it and 
how we are to overcome it.   

d.  But for now, let’s focus on giving God glory for all of the good He gives us 
and works out of the evil present in the world, because He is holy.  Amen.   


