TEXT: James 1:1-12 PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of James #1: Joy in Trials


I hope this morning to begin a study of James.  The Epistle, of course, is named after its author.  Two Apostles bore the name, but neither (it seems to me) wrote the letter.  Rather, it was James the half-brother of our Lord.  Although he wasn't converted until after the Savior's resurrection, he soon gained prominence in the Church.  His beliefs are orthodox; his practice is rigorous.  The rigor was excessive at times, but it never crossed the line into legalism, for Paul, the Apostle of Liberty, "esteemed him very highly in love for his work's sake". 


The theme of James has been nicely captured by John MacArthur's title: "Faith That Works".  He has no patience with people who believe the Gospel but disregard its moral claims upon their lives.  He goes so far as to put them below the demons who at least have the decency to "tremble" before Divine Majesty.  And so, if you're looking for soothing words and sweet assurances, you'd better look elsewhere.  James is a no-nonsense writer.  He puts us to the test.  Testing is rarely a pleasant experience, but it is quite revealing.  A test tells the student the state of his knowledge; it tells the patient the state of his health; it tells the believer the state of his soul.  The test is not only revealing, but quite helpful.  It is a mid-term exam and not the final.  Therefore, if we flunk this test, there's still time to make up for it; there's still time to obtain a living and saving faith in Jesus Christ.   May we all find it, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  


The Epistle opens in the usual way, with a greeting, v.1: "James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad: greetings.  


James is the half-brother of Jesus Christ.  But he prefers to think of himself in humbler terms; he's a "servant" or slave.  He became the Lord's slave by purchase.  Like other believers, he was "bought with a price".  Therefore, he belonged to Jesus Christ in body and soul.  His servitude, however, was not imposed on him against his will.  Nor was it sustained by whips and chains.  James was a willing servant of God.  He freely surrendered to the Lordship of Christ.


He is addressing "the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad".  His first readers were Hebrew Christians who live outside of Palestine.  J. Gresham Machen observes:


"The faults against which the Epistle is directed--faith without works, words without deeds, censoriousness, ambition, inordinate love of teaching, toadying to wealth and position, contemptuous treatment of the poor, covetousness under the cloak of religion--are typically Pharisaic, and peculiarly Gentile faults like idolatry and impurity, which are so prominent in such an Epistle as I Corinthians, are conspicuous by their absence".


This is of more than academic interest to us.  For the believing Jews of the First Century closely resemble the conservative church-going people of today.  Our worst defects are not (for the most part) "filthiness of the flesh" (e.g., drunkenness or adultery), but "filthiness of the spirit" (e.g., pride and discontentment).  These are the faults on which James so faithfully lowers the boom.  


He sends his "greetings".  The word means "joys".  James is sharp and critical, but he's not sadistic.  From the heart, he wishes "the twelve tribes"--and us--every Divine blessing.   


Having introduced himself, James plunges into his subject.  What he teaches us to do in vv.2-18 is to rejoice in our problems.  


He begins with the "big idea", vv.2-4: "My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience.  But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing".  


"Trials" are problems.  Illness, poverty, and persecution are examples.  What are we to do when these problems come upon us?  We're to "count [them] all joy".  Our problems mustn't be depressing in their effect, but rather thrilling.  


The reason we're to be so happy about them is because problems "produce patience".  The word "patience" means to stand up under a heavy weight; endurance and staying power are built through problems.  In other words, problems develop character.  


Therefore, we're to face our problems, not flee from them.  It has been said, "Ignoring a problem only makes it worse".  True.  But that's not what James has in mind.  He means this: Ignoring a problem makes you worse.  It prevents you from developing patience and courage.  It solidifies the habits of impatience, sloth, and cowardice.  


We grow in grace, therefore, only insofar as we meet the challenges of life head-on.  My father's motto has served him well for 77 years: "Face reality".


James hopes we do.  So does Paul; he tells us to "Be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might".  It is high time, therefore, we "acquit ourselves like men". 


In vv.5-8, James gives an example of how to handle the problem of indecision.  "If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him.  But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind.  For let not that man suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways".  


Few problems are worse than "not knowing what to do".  Indecision is paralyzing in its effect.  How do we "count it all joy"?  


By asking God to provide the wisdom we need to make our decisions.  "Let him ask" is a present imperative.  It is an ongoing command: "Let him keep asking" until he obtains the wisdom he needs.  Too often we're foolish because we don't ask for wisdom or because we quit asking for it.  We must do more than ask, however.  We must "ask in faith"--believing that God will give it to us in His own good time.  We have every reason to believe He will because of His character: He "gives liberally and without reproach". In other words, the generous God is happy you asked for wisdom.  But, if we doubt His goodness, He gives us nothing.  "According to your faith--He said to the blind men--"Let it be to you".  


Indecision, therefore, makes us happy because it provides the opportunity to see God at work giving wisdom to us when we need it most.  


In vv.9-11, he explains how financial problems can provide joy.  "Let the lowly brother glory in his exaltation, but let the rich in his humiliation, because as a flower of the field he will pass away.  For no sooner has the run risen with a burning heat than it withers the grass; its flower falls, and its beautiful appearance perishes.  So the rich man will also fade away it his pursuits".  


The "lowly brother" is a poor man.  Not poor by our standards: owning but one car and not being able to afford cable tv, but poor by the standards of the First Century.  This means he didn't know where his next meal was coming from.  His was a serious problem.  It drained his body as he worked 2 or 3 jobs; it taxed his mind as he worried about his children; it bruised his ego as people looked down their noses at him.


V.12 is a summary: "Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for when he has been proved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him". 


The problems of this life build character and fit us for glory.  If we had none, we would be ill-equipped to live and unprepared to die.   Peter, who knew more of suffering than most of us do, put it this way: "May the God of all grace, who called us to His eternal glory by Christ Jesus, after you have suffered a while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you".  Even "the Captain of our salvation [was made] perfect through sufferings".  


"Must I be carried to the skies


on flowery beds of ease,


While others fought to win the prize


And sailed through bloody seas?"


This brings me to some closing questions:


Firstly, Are you surprised by your problems?  Do you think the Christian life should be a bed of roses?  If so, you haven't read your Bible very carefully.  Where does it promise a trouble-free life?  No where.  It makes the opposite promise.  The Divine Decree includes problems: "For to you it has been granted on behalf of Christ, not only to believe in Him, but to suffer for His sake" (Philippians 1:29).  The problems are not a mild few, but "much tribulation" (Acts 14:22).  Abel, the first believer, was no less the first martyr.  Moses was vexed by a stubborn people for forty years.  David's family problems hounded him all his life.  Jeremiah wrote the book of Lamentations.  The Apostles were made "the filth of the world and the offscouring of all things".  Our Lord Jesus, of course, was "a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief".  


These men were not exceptional, but the rule.  The Christian life, after all, begins with a "cross".  And "cross" means pain, ridicule, deprivation, and death.  


Make no mistake about it: "Man that is born of woman is few of days and full of trouble".  You shouldn't be surprised by your problems.  


Secondly, are you surrendering to your problems?  If so, you've missed their point entirely.  Problems are not designed to make us worse people, but better.  Job cried, "When You have tried me, I shall come forth as gold".  The Psalmist wrote, "It is good for me that I have been afflicted, that I might learn Your statutes".  But they don't make us better when we give in to despair or resentment.  We mustn't do so.  We must "Endure hardness as good soldiers of Jesus Christ".  


Lastly, are you "counting it joy when you fall into various trials?"  You do, but only if you have the faith to see who's behind them--a loving God--Who is using them to do you good and to conform you to the image of His dear Son.    


"Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,


But trust Him for His grace;


Behind a frowning Providence


He hides a smiling face".


Your problems--and mine--are "various" and "fiery".  We must challenge them in faith.  The faith that says, with Joseph--"God meant it for good".  Who's up to believing it?  


"Lord, I believe; help Thou mine unbelief".  

