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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Seeing the Benefits
A Study of James 1:1-12
Characteristic of Completeness:  Joy
Big Idea:  Trials are our teacher, not our torture.
Related Scriptures:  Psalm 46:10; Matthew 5:10-12; Acts 5:41;


Romans 5:3-4; 8:18, 28; 2 Corinthians 4:16-18; 12:9-10;

Philippians 1:29; 2:17; 1 Peter 4:12-16

Introduction:

A.
One thing is quite common.  We all experience tough times.  The Bible calls them trials.  They come in all shapes and sizes.  
1.
Suffering chronic fatigue.  Or cancer.  Or some ailment that has the doctors baffled.

2.
Being misunderstood.  Or betrayed.  Or alone.
3.
Losing a loved one.  Or a job.  Or your energy.
4.
Enduring a lousy job.  Or an unfaithful spouse.  Or wayward children.
5.
Feeling anxious.  Or depressed.  Or defeated.
B.
While trials are common, knowing how to handle them well is not common at all.

Sometimes, in the midst of trials, we pull out some familiar sayings.  Keep a stiff upper lip.  Look on the bright side.  Put on a happy face.  Keep your chin up.  Make lemons into lemonade.  Don’t let it get you down.  It’s darkest before the dawn.
But these sayings can sound like trite, pathetic forms of denial for the gaunt, yellowed twenty-four-year-old who is dying of cancer.  Or for the inconsolable mother whose son just took his own life.  Or for the wounded and confused child whose parents just got a divorce.
How are we supposed to handle trials?  What are we supposed to do when life takes us through the toughest times?

C.
This morning, we’re going to find some answers in the Bible, as we begin a study through the book of James.  Specifically, we’re going to be studying our way through  James 1:1-12.
I.
Verse 1  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.

A.
Who is this author named  James?  There are a number of guys named James in the Bible.  For some good reasons that I won’t get into, it is traditionally held that this is James, the brother of Jesus.  I hold this traditional view.
That Jesus had siblings, and that one of them was named James is quite clear.  For example, after Jesus began His public ministry, He taught in His hometown synagogue.  Matthew  13:54-56 records what some of His Jewish neighbors said about Jesus upon hearing Him teach and work miracles.  They said,
NAU Matthew 13:54 . . . “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? . . .”
These verses make it very difficult to believe in the widespread dogma that Mary was a perpetual virgin.  After Jesus was born supernaturally, it seems clear that other siblings followed naturally, including James.
B.
Back in  Verse 1 of our text, James identifies himself as, “a bond-servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.”  This is remarkable because it appears that James did not believe that his brother, Jesus, was the Messiah until after His resurrection.  John  7:5 says,

NAU John 7:5 For not even His brothers were believing in Him.

The verses leading up to this point in history suggest that James was not only unbelieving, but also antagonistic toward Jesus.  After this point, nothing more is said about James in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John.  It is therefore reasonable to believe that James remained an unbeliever and never followed Jesus before His crucifixion.

But if you were to read through the book of Acts, documenting the growth of the church after Christ’s death, you would 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).

So 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 . . .

Jesus, the resurrected Lord, appeared personally to His brother, James.  That would tend to make a believer out of you!  We can only imagine what that was like.  We don’t know for sure what was said.  But apparently, Jesus didn’t condemn his brother; instead, He commissioned him as an apostle.  Later, the Apostle Paul recognizes James as a fellow apostle in  Galatians 1:19, saying,
NAU Galatians 1:19 But I did not see any other of the apostles except James, the Lord's brother.

So, James went from antagonist to apostle—an apostle so fervent in his faith that an ancient historian named Josephus tells us that he was ultimately martyred by stoning in the year 62 AD (Antiquities 20.9.1).  I want to hear from a guy like that.
C.
Also in  Verse 1 of our text, James says he’s writing, “to the twelve tribes.”  Who are the twelve tribes?  This is a reference to Jews.  The twelve tribes refer back to the twelve Jewish tribes of Israel in the Old Testament.  So, James is writing to Jews, but not just any Jews.  They are Jewish believers in Jesus Christ.  In  Verse 2, we will see that James addresses them as, “my brethren.”  That means James counts them as fellow believers in Jesus.  That the entire letter is addressed to Christians is confirmed by the fact that James uses the term, “brethren” or “brother” nineteen times, and peppers it throughout his letter.
Why didn’t James address Gentile believers?  It is widely believed that James was the first piece to be written in the entire New Testament.  It is quite possible that it was written so early that the church had not yet begun to evangelize Gentiles.  Their initial focus of evangelism was on fellow Jews; Gentiles didn’t come into the picture until later.  So it appears that James is writing so early in history that Gentiles are not even in view.
D.
In Verse 1, James says that the believing Jews to whom he is writing  are “dispersed abroad.”  What is the significance of this?  First of all, “dispersed abroad” doesn’t necessarily mean they went overseas.  It just means they are scattered around the surrounding regions.
Well, why are they scattered around, and why is this important?  The dispersion can be traced back to a great persecution that is recorded in  Acts 8:1.  This is immediately after a disciple named Stephen was martyred.  It says,

NAU Acts 8:1 . . . And on that day a great persecution began against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles.

You see, the church began in  Jerusalem, a city in the region of Judea.  As it grew, it came under great persecution—persecution that drove Christians out of Jerusalem.  The Christians spread throughout Judea, into  Samaria to the north, and beyond.  But the apostles stayed back in Jerusalem.  It is likely, therefore, that James was back in Jerusalem, writing to fellow Jewish Christians who had been driven out of their homes and were, therefore, “dispersed abroad.”
These dispersed believers knew what it’s like to experience trials. Before they became Christians, they were oppressed by the Roman government because they were Jews, but at least they had a strong Jewish community for support.  However, after these Jews became Christians, Roman persecution intensified, and they were also hated and rejected by their own Jewish community.  Their friends turned on them.  Their families rejected them.  Their businesses dried up.  They were mocked.  Their children were ostracized.  They had to leave their homes.  Some of them were murdered.
James is writing to these believers to tell them how to deal with such trials.  Let’s listen in.
II.
In  Verse 2, James says,
NAU James 1:2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials,
If you’ve hung around in Christian circles for long, you’ve probably heard this quoted many times.  For the longest time, I didn’t really like this verse.  I didn’t sound like something I could relate to.  It sounded like we’re supposed to pretend that things are different than they really are.  Like I’m supposed to be all perky about a prostate exam because it’s so much fun.  Well, I don’t like it.  I’ll never like it.  So, don’t ask me to pretend I like it.

Whenever I would hear someone try to console another person in a real sappy spiritual tone, “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials,” I would get irritated and cynical.  I would think to myself, “I wish you would encounter a joyful case of amoebic dysentery.”
But I have learned that James isn’t talking about pretending.  It’s not about pretending that the pain of trials is not there.  It’s not about pretending that trials are not terribly difficult.  It’s not about trying to put on some hypocritical happy face when you’re miserable.  It’s not about trying to manufacture giddy emotions that are not there.
It’s not about pretending; it’s about knowing.  It’s about knowing something very important about trials.
III.
James explains what this knowing is about in  Verses 3 and 4. This knowing is an expansion of what it means to “consider it all joy.”  This knowing considers the positive results of trials.  James says,

NAU James 1:2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance 4 And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.
I like diagrams.  So let’s make a diagram of what we’re supposed to know about trials from this.
A.
It starts with  faith.  James describes trials as “the testing of your faith.”  “Faith” comes from the original Greek word, pistis.   It is often used to describe belief directed toward a particular object and is synonymous with having confidence in, or having faith in, or trusting, or relying on that object (Friberg).

But, whenever we see that word, “faith” used, we must ask ourselves an important question:  Faith in what?  What is the object of faith?  To the extent that the object is different, one faith can differ from another.  Even when there is a single object, to the extent that the focus is on different aspects of that object, one faith can differ from another.

Take faith in God, for example.  I might have faith in the existence of God.  But that is quite different from having faith in God’s promise of eternal life.  And having faith in God’s promise of eternal life is different from having faith that God will take care of us in the midst of trials day by day.
What kind of faith is being tested in our text?  The context suggests that it is the faith that God will take care of us in the midst of trials.  In Verse 2, the command to “consider it all joy” is a faith proposition.  It’s a call to believe that God is at work through our trials for our good.  If and when we really believe this, we will have a joyful perspective on trials.
B.
With faith come  the trials or testing of that faith.  Notice in Verse 2, it says, “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials” (Emphasis mine).  It’s not if you encounter trials; it’s when you encounter them.  Trials are inevitable.   First Peter 4:12 tells us,
NAU 1 Peter 4:12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you;
Trials are unavoidable, and they are varied.  The word,  “various” in Verse 2 is a translation of a Greek word from which we get the term, “polka dots” (Swindoll, James:  Practical and Authentic Living, Bible Study Guide, 17).  They come in all sizes, and there are a bunch of them.  It reminds me of when my son had Chicken Pox as a child.  He was covered with fiery, painful bumps of various sizes all over his body.
C.
The combination of faith plus trials  produces endurance.  To endure literally means to remain under or to persevere under—under the stress and pressure of trials.  It reminds me of  weightlifters who clean and jerk the weight over their heads and remain under the weight—legs shaking, heart pounding, eyes bulging, arms burning, veins popping—until they are approved by the judge and released from the trial or test.
D.
And from endurance comes the  ultimate result of this process:  completeness.  The terms, “perfect,” and “complete” and “lacking in nothing” revolve around the same idea.  To be perfect does not mean to be sinless or without flaw.  It means to be mature, to have fullness of character, to be complete.
“Complete” is the same word and the same idea the Apostle Paul uses in  Colossians 1:28 when he says he is working to, “present every man complete in Christ.”  What does this completeness look like?  Let me show you.  Look on the back of your sermon outline.  This is what completeness looks like.  We’ve gone through the Bible and discovered 31 characteristics of completeness in Christ, covering our motivation, virtues, beliefs, and conduct.
When I am complete, my primary motivation will be to know and be like Jesus Christ, bringing glory to God and enjoying His rewards.

When I am complete, I will exhibit the virtues of love, joy, peace, patience, hope, self control, faith/faithfulness, goodness/integrity, kindness/gentleness, and humility/submission.

When I am complete, I will believe the truth that God has revealed to us in His word about the trinity, eternity, the church, compassion, the authority of the Bible, salvation by grace, spiritual warfare, the Christian Life, stewardship, and my place in the world.

When I am complete, I will exhibit Christian conduct through Bible study, prayer, the expression of spiritual gifts, worship, discipleship, a disciplined life, family living, biblical community, my relationship with the world, and giving away my life.

I’m not yet perfectly complete.  No believer on earth is.  But we are to be continually moving in the direction of completeness.  And God is continually at work within us to bring about this completeness.  
How does He do it?  How does God build into us this completeness in Christ?  He does it through this process involving trials.  This is the process of God.  God uses trials to teach us, to shape us, to complete us.
The word for testing in  Verse 3 comes from the Greek noun dokimion.  The adjective form of that word, dokimos, means approved.  And that word, dokimos, has been found on the bottom of many ancient pieces of pottery unearthed by archaeologists in the Near East (Swindoll, 18).  The pottery vessel that bore the dokimos mark was the one that had passed successfully through the fire of the kiln without cracks.  Of course, the furnace was not intended to damage the clay, but to transform it into a strong and useful vessel.  In the same way, God does not intend our fiery ordeals to harm us, but to fortify us, to make us complete and useful for Him.
E.
What is our part in this process?  There are two commands in the first three verses of our text.

1.
The first command is to  “consider.”  When we encounter trials, we are commanded to consider it all joy.  To consider means to think or to regard or to count or to reckon by faith that this process of completeness is true.  The joy is not an emotion, but an attitude that is grounded in the belief that God is at work completing us through trials.
This brings us to the big idea of this message.  It’s something to think.  Here’s  the big idea:  Trials are our teacher, not our torture.  Trials prove that God is refining us, not rejecting us.  Trials are to help, not to harm.

And when, by faith, we learn to take this perspective, the virtue God cultivates in us is joy.  In trials, we consider it all joy.   Joy is our characteristic of completeness this morning.

I can almost hear someone thinking, “You mean to tell me that God made someone abuse me for my own good?  You mean to tell me that God made my parents divorce for my own good?”  No, I’m not saying that God makes people harm you or sin against you.  I’m not saying that God is the author of evil.  I am saying that God can and does turn evil into something good for us.  God can redeem it.  We are to take it by faith.  Trials are our teacher, not our torture.
2.
The second command is in  Verse 4.  It is to let—to let endurance have its perfect result.  How do we do that?  We do that by cooperating with the process.  If we think trials are our torture, our primary goal will be to escape. We’re not interested in enduring or persevering under the trial; we want to get out from under it.  And if we’re focused exclusively on escape in the midst of trials, we’re not letting endurance have its perfect result.  Please don’t misunderstand.  I’m not saying you should never try to escape a trial.  It might be perfectly appropriate, for example, for a wife to seek protection from an abusive husband.  I’m simply saying that our focus should not always and exclusively be on escape.  When our focus is always on escape, we can short-circuit God’s process.
In contrast, when we view trials as our teacher, our primary goal will not always be to escape, although we might really like to escape.  Our primary goal will be to learn the lessons God has for us in the midst of trials.  We will view ourselves as students, not victims.  Good students look for the lesson to be learned in every trial.  Trials are our teacher, not our torture.
IV.
You  say, “How in the world am I supposed to learn what God wants me to learn in the midst of trials?”  James is one step ahead of you.  He issues the third command in  Verse 5:
NAU James 1:5 But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him.
The command is  to ask God.  Ask God for the wisdom to negotiate your trials.  Ask God to show you what He wants you to learn in the midst of hardship.  Ask God to grant you His perspective on your situation.  And then prayerfully look and listen for the answer.  He’ll give you the wisdom that leads to completeness.

A.
The Apostle Paul was a good student.  One of the trials he faced was something he called a “thorn in the flesh.”  Apparently, it was some physical malady that dogged him.  We don’t know for sure what his ailment was.  Some have speculated that it was chronic migraine headaches.  In  2 Corinthians 12:8, Paul says,
NAU 2 Corinthians 12:8 Concerning this I implored the Lord three times that it might leave me.

Notice Paul is asking for some relief.  This is not a bad thing.  It’s not wrong to ask God to bring some relief from suffering.  But I want you to notice that Paul was not focused exclusively on escaping his trials.  He was also listening for what God had for him in the midst of his trials.  We hear God speak when we’re listening; that’s the norm.  Verse 9  says,
NAU 2 Corinthians 12:9 And He has said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness. . . .”

God said, “no” to Paul’s request for relief.  As far as we know, Paul suffered with this trial for the rest of his life.  But God gave Paul the wisdom to deal with it.  God wanted the trial to teach Paul that God’s grace is sufficient.  Paul got the message.  What did Paul do?  He considered it all joy.  He continues in  Verse 9, saying,

NAU 2 Corinthians 12:9 . . . Most gladly [or joyfully], therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me.

Trials are our teacher, not our torture.  So, we are to ask for God’s wisdom in the midst of trials, and He’ll provide.

B.
 “Well,” you say, “exactly how do I ask for this wisdom from God?”  In  Verses 6 through 8 of our text, James explains,

NAU James 1:6 But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind. 7 For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord, 8 being a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.
1.
A double-minded, unstable, doubting Christian wants his own will and God’s will at the same time.  He can spout the Christian line about wanting God’s will to be done, and a part of him wants that.  But a part of him doesn’t really trust the painful process of becoming complete in Christ.  A part of him doesn’t want to remain under the trials God is using because he just doesn’t trust that God will really take care of him.
a.
In the midst of trials, the double-minded doubting person cries out in self pity and indignation, “Why me?  Why me?  I demand an explanation!”  As if God were somehow asleep at the wheel, or accidentally unfair.
b.
In midst of trials, the double-minded doubting person calls out to God, maybe even in high-sounding, spiritual words that can fool other people.  But God sees his heart—a heart that merely wants to take back control of his own life because he doesn’t trust what God is doing with it.  This person cannot expect to receive wisdom from God.
2.
But the person who asks in faith is very different.  In the midst of trials, the man of faith might pray something like this:  “Lord, the pain is bad, and I feel weak.  Sometimes I wonder how much more I can take.  I’m easily discouraged, and I don’t get why this is happening to me.  I’d like some relief.  But I’m surrendered to whatever process you have for me.  Give me the strength to endure.  And give me the wisdom to see what you have for me in this.  What are you wanting to build into me?  How do you want me to be more complete in Christ?”
Trials are our teacher, not our torture.

V.
 Chances are you are thinking about some of the trials you face right now.  And chances are a common theme is money.  In the midst of overwhelming debt, or the loss of a job, or dwindling resources, or just the everyday struggle to make ends meet, it’s easy to fixate on the escape from trials that more money would afford.  If only I could win the lottery.  If only I could make more money.  If only I could be rich.
Once again, James is a step ahead of us.  He explains that the selfish pursuit of more and more money to escape trials will not bring completeness.  In fact, he says the greedy pursuit of more and more money will bring the opposite of completeness; it will bring destruction.  So, if you’re suffering financially, cooperate with the process.  Let the test go on.  Let endurance have its perfect result.  Look for the lesson to be learned, not the easy way out.  If you are encountering financial trials, consider it all joy.  That’s what James is saying in  Verses 9-11:
NAU James 1:9 But the brother of humble circumstances is to glory in his high position; 10 and the rich man is to glory in his humiliation, because like flowering grass he will pass away.  11 For the sun rises with a scorching wind and withers the grass; and its flower falls off and the beauty of its appearance is destroyed; so too the rich man in the midst of his pursuits will fade away.
View your humble financial circumstances as your teacher, not your torture.

VI.
 Finally, James rounds out our text in Verse 12 with an encouraging summary statement.  He  says, 
NAU James 1:12 Blessed is a man who perseveres under trial; for once he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him.
The word  “approved” comes from that Greek word, dokimos,  that appeared on the bottom of pottery that had successfully passed through the fire.  The idea is that if we endure trials, we will be rewarded by God.  The reward will be the  “crown of life.”  What is this crown of life?
It cannot be eternal life because eternal life is a gift, not a reward.  Jesus tells us plainly in John 6:47 that those who believe in Him for eternal life already have eternal life; it is not something to be earned through persevering under trials.

There are two general possibilities concerning what the crown of life is.  It may be one or the other or both.  We can’t be certain.

1.
One possibility is that the crown of life is a future reward we will receive in heaven.  It may be connected with what Jesus said in  Matthew 5:11-12:
NAU Matthew 5:11 “Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of Me. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great . . .”
2.
 Another possibility is that the crown of life is a present reward we receive now in this life.  James seems to have earthly rewards in mind in  James 5:11 where he says,
NAU James 5:11 We count those blessed who endured. You have heard of the endurance of Job and have seen the outcome of the Lord's dealings, that the Lord is full of compassion and is merciful.

The Jewish readers would have known well the story of Job, and they would have understood James to be talking about the earthly rewards Job received.   Job 42:10 says,
NAU Job 42:12 The LORD blessed the latter days of Job more than his beginning . . .
Indeed, becoming more and more complete in Christ is a reward in itself.  It’s a blessing that we can enjoy now.

 Whichever viewpoint we take, the basic point is the same.  If we endure trials faithfully, God promises that good will surely come of it.  Focusing on the positive outcome of our trials and not the pain of them makes all the difference.

In a German prison camp in World War II, unbeknownst to the guards, the Americans built a makeshift radio.  One day news came that the German high command had surrendered, ending the war—a fact that, because of a communications breakdown, the German guards did not yet know.  As word spread, a loud celebration broke out.

For three days, the prisoners were hardly recognizable.  They sang, waved at guards, laughed at the German shepherd dogs, and shared jokes over meals.  On the fourth day, they awoke to find that all the Germans had fled, leaving the gates unlocked (Yancey, “Global Suspense,” Christianity Today, March 2005, 120).

In the midst of our own trials, why aren’t we as joyful as the prisoners were?  Perhaps it’s because we’re not seeing the benefits.  Perhaps we’re not focusing on the positive outcome.  Perhaps we’re not trusting God to bring us to completeness.

Trials are our teacher, not our torture.
(Recommended resource:  Where is God When It Hurts? by Philip Yancey)
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