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Opening up James

3The high low, the low high 
and the high high 
(1:9–12)

In these verses, James continues to encourage his 
readers. Many of them were facing tremendous 
pressures. They were finding that their faith in 
Jesus was making life very difficult for them. As 
Jews, they were disliked by many Gentiles, and 
as Christian Jews, they were disliked by many of 
their fellow-Jews.

James offers encouragement in these verses by making 
use of what we know as a ‘paradox’. A paradox 
is a statement that is true even though it seems 
to contradict common sense. G. K. Chesterton 

defined a paradox as ‘truth standing on its head shouting 
for attention’.1 In response to that definition, Kent Hughes 
wrote, ‘In my mind’s eye I see truths lined up like ridiculous 
people on their heads, feet waving in the air, calling: “Hey, 
look at me! Up is down! Down is up! Think about it.”’2

As James thinks about his readers, it occurs to him that 
the persecution many of them are facing could, in fact, have a 
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divisive effect upon their fellowship as believers. He seeks to 
avoid such division by using the paradoxes of the ‘high low’ 
and the ‘low high’. He then adds a word about that which we 
can call ‘the high high’.

The high low (v. 9)

In this verse, James addresses himself to ‘the lowly brother’.
Whom did he have in mind? There is no difficulty here. He 

was addressing all of his readers who were poverty stricken 
as a result of the persecution they were encountering. Kent 
Hughes writes of these: ‘… because they were economically 
low, they were low in the eyes of the world and, no doubt, in 
most instances low in their own eyes. Their poverty produced 
a lowliness of mind.’3

James did not want the terrible circumstances of these 
people to make them think of themselves as second-rate 
or inferior Christians. To keep this from happening, he 
encouraged them to take pride in their high position.

And what was their high position? It is right there in that 
word ‘brother’. Their poverty could not negate or nullify that 
word. No matter how low they were in terms of the world’s 
goods, they were exceedingly rich in spiritual terms. They 
had been plucked from the condemnation and ruin of sin by 
the saving work of Jesus Christ and had been made part of 
the family of God.

We need this word quite as much as James’s readers. This 
is a day in which many Christians are being made to feel 
inferior because of their faith. These days, we are frequently 
told that we are guilty of hate crimes if we adhere to the 
teaching of the Bible. Here is an example. The Bible teaches 
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us that Jesus Christ alone is the way to heaven. But as we 
embrace that and share it with others, we find ourselves 
accused of being intolerant!

Many Christians find themselves constantly beaten down 
at work or in school or, perhaps, even among friends and 
family. And, while it may not be so much the case in the West, 
it is certainly true that many Christians in other places are 
actually suffering from poverty because of persecution.

Every Christian who feels life’s 
cruel pounding can crawl into the 
warm wisdom offered by James. 
No matter how detested we are 
in this world, no matter how low 
and despicable we appear to be, 
we actually enjoy the highest of all 
privileges, namely, being part of 
the family of God.

James’s point in verse 9 can be 
stated, then, in this way: The key 
for the low Christians is to keep in 
mind their high position in Christ.

The low high (vv. 10–11)

But not all James’s readers were being persecuted. Some were 
doing quite well. Their property had not been seized. They 
had not been refused the right to do business and to make 
money. In some way or another, either they had managed to 
avoid detection, or those who had detected their Christianity 
had chosen to be tolerant.

The temptation facing these Christians, whom James 
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classifies as ‘rich’, was to think that they were better off 
than their suffering brothers because they were better in 
some way.

We still have the tendency to equate prosperity with God’s 
blessing and adversity with God’s displeasure. But James 
would have none of this. He wanted the rich Christians not to 
shun those in their midst who were worse off than themselves, 
but rather to embrace them as brothers and sisters and treat 
them as equals.

If the key for the low Christians 
is to remember their high position 
in Christ, the key for the high 
Christians is to remember their 
low position as mortals. In 
other words, James calls for rich 
Christians to stay humble by 
remembering that the riches of this 
life are fleeting and unpredictable. 
Life in this world passes very 

quickly. It is like withering grass and the fading flower. And 
when we get out into eternity, we will not be rich Christians 
and poor Christians. We will all be the same in heaven.

We must be careful we do not misunderstand what the 
Bible says about riches. It is not against God’s people being 
rich. Abraham was rich. Job was rich. David was rich. It is 
rather against Christians allowing their riches to make them 
proud, elitist and presumptuous.

Those Christians who are not rich should never envy or 
mistreat those who are. It is possible for a Christian in poverty 
to be just as much a snob as a Christian in prosperity.
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The high high (v. 12)

Having encouraged low believers to think of their high 
position in Christ and high Christians to think of their low 
position as mere mortals, James moves to a point that unifies 
and thrills Christians of all stations in life. He writes of ‘the 
crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love 
Him’ (v. 12).

The crown of life! What does it mean? James was 
obviously drawing on something with which all his readers 
were familiar, namely, the realm of sports. Here are some 
runners preparing for a race. They strip off everything that 
would weigh them down and step up to the starting line. 
Every muscle is taut and every nerve ready as they await the 
signal. And they’re off! Each puts every ounce of strength and 
energy into the race, straining for the finish line. What does 
the winner receive? He or she is crowned with the victor’s 
wreath.

Through this imagery James was affirming that Christians 
are running a race that will end in glory. That is where the 
finish line is!

But there is a difference. All Christians are winners as they 
cross that finish line. There the Lord God himself will greet 
them and will crown their efforts with eternal life.

And in glory there will be no rich Christians and no poor 
Christians. There will simply be believers in Jesus who are 
astonished and amazed that the God of glory was gracious 
enough to forgive them their sins.

The key for us in this life is to keep our eyes trained on the 
finish line in glory. How very easy it is for us to get our eyes 
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on the wrong things! How very easy it is for us to look with 
disfavour on fellow-Christians because they are lower than 
we are, or because they are higher!

If we keep our eyes fixed on eternity, these lesser matters 
will be seen as lesser matters. In eternal glory, God’s people 
will experience the ‘high high’. They will be as high as they 
can possibly go, and nothing will ever be able to bring them 
down.

So let us keep eternity in mind even to the point that we 
daily repeat the prayer of Joseph Bayly: ‘Lord, burn eternity 
into my eyeballs!’
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