1. Responding Well to Trials
Gregory Brown
From James, a slave of God and the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes dispersed abroad. Greetings! My brothers and sisters, consider it nothing but joy when you fall into all sorts of trials, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect effect, so that you will be perfect and complete, not deficient in anything.
James 1:1-4 (NET)
How can we respond well to trials?
James, the brother of Jesus, is the author of this epistle. While Jesus was alive, James didn’t believe Jesus was the messiah (John 7:5). However, after Jesus resurrected and appeared to James, he converted (1 Cor 15:7). James eventually became an apostle—meaning that he testified to Jesus’ resurrection and helped build the church through his ministry. He became known as “James the Just” because of his righteous life and ascetic practices.
 Tradition says that he developed rough knees like a camel because of all the time he spent praying.
 In contrast to Paul’s ministry being primarily to Gentiles, James’ ministry was primarily to Jewish Christians, even as Peter’s was (Gal 2:7-9). When Paul and Barnabas approached the Jerusalem church about whether Gentile Christians needed to practice the law, James presided over that council (Acts 15). He apparently had become the leader of the Jerusalem church.
When writing this letter, he doesn’t address himself as Jesus’ brother; he calls himself “a slave of God and the Lord Jesus Christ” (v.1). By using the word “slave” or “servant,” he proclaimed his absolute obedience and submission to Christ. Since Greeks looked down on slaves
, it was a term of humility, but since the term “servant of God” was used of prophets in the Old Testament like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses (cf. Dt 9:27, 1 Kgs 8:53, Amos 3:7), it was also a term of honor. Paul also called himself a slave or servant of God (cf. Phil 1:1). 
Recipients
James addressed this letter to the “twelve tribes dispersed abroad” (v. 1). From this, it is clear that James was writing to Jews who were scattered throughout the world. The fact that he continually calls them “brothers” (cf. James 1:19, 2:1, 14, 5:7, 9, 12, 19, etc.) means the recipients were Jewish Christians. Most likely, James was specifically addressing Jewish Christians who were scattered from Jerusalem because of persecution, as seen in Acts 8:1. He probably had even pastored many of them. In Acts, the gospel spread to the Gentile world, in part, because of Jewish Christians fleeing persecution (cf. Acts 11:19). These believers were being forced to leave their homes, properties, and cities. They were hated by Gentiles and Jews alike—causing them to be scattered like seeds everywhere. No doubt, James’ intention was to encourage them all, even ones not originally from Jerusalem.
Uniqueness of the Epistle
The epistle of James is very unique. It is probably the first New Testament book written—most likely between AD 44-49.
 Many have called it a practical commentary on the Sermon on the Mount because of their similarities. In it, there are at least twenty-one parallel statements with the Lord’s sermon.
 Out of all the NT epistles, it is probably the most practical. Some have compared it to Proverbs because of its short, practical statements about wise living.
 Unlike Paul’s letters which often have a bifid pattern of doctrine for several chapters and then application (cf. Eph 1-3, 4-6; Rom 1-11, 12-16), James’ book has applications throughout. Over half the verses in the book are imperatives (59 out of 108 verses).
 It’s not that James was not concerned with doctrine; it’s just that he was more concerned with people living out the doctrine they knew. 
Themes
There are many major themes in the book: (1) One of the major themes is growing in maturity. He uses the word “perfect” several times (cf. Jam 1:4, 17, 25; 2:22; 3:2). James 1:4 says, “And let endurance have its perfect effect, so that you will be perfect and complete, not deficient in anything.” “Perfect” can also be translated “mature” or “complete.”
 God desires for his people to grow in spiritual maturity, and that is one of James’ aims throughout the book. (2) In addition, he focuses on how true faith works. A faith that doesn’t work is a dead faith (Jam 2:15). Therefore, throughout the letter, he provides a series of tests of genuine faith.
 For instance, James 1:22 says, “But be sure you live out the message and do not merely listen to it and so deceive yourselves.” To be deceived means for one to be deceived about the reality of his faith. Christ said the same thing, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter into the kingdom of heaven—only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven” (Matt 7:21, cf. 24-27). James 1:26 says, “If someone thinks he is religious yet does not bridle his tongue, and so deceives his heart, his religion is futile.” “Futile” can also be translated “worthless.” A faith that doesn’t change how a person speaks and lives is not genuine. (3) Finally, another major theme is being faithful in trials (Jam 1:1-18). This would have been extremely important since believers throughout the ancient world were experiencing persecution. Most likely, Jewish Christians experienced this more than Gentile believers since Jews treated them as a sect or cult. Therefore, James teaches them how to respond to trials in the very beginning of the letter, which shows the prominence of this theme.
As we consider this theme in the initial verses of James, we must ask ourselves, “What is our typical response to trials?” and “How can we respond better?” From this text, several principles will be drawn to help us prepare for trials and be faithful when experiencing them.
Big Question: How can believers respond well to the various trials they experience, as demonstrated in James 1:2-4?
To Respond Well to Trials, We Must Expect Them
My brothers and sisters, consider it nothing but joy when you fall into all sorts of trials
James 1:2
It must be noticed that James doesn’t say “if you fall into all sorts of trials” but “when.” This means that being a Christian does not remove trials from our lives. In fact, it may increase them! Christians still experience sickness, discouragement, loss, and at times, even persecution. In 1 Peter 4:12 (ESV), Peter tells suffering Christians, “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.” 
Interpretation Question: What types of trials were these scattered Jewish Christians experiencing, as seen throughout the book?
(1) The Jewish believers were experiencing religious persecution. James says the rich were oppressing them, dragging them into court, and blaspheming God’s name (Jam 2:6-7). Some had even been murdered by the rich (Jam 5:6). (2) There was conflict with other believers happening within the churches. James talked about quarrels, fights, and envy among them—some had even been murdered in the disputes (Jam 4:1-2). He called for them to not grumble against one another—less they be judged by God (Jam 5:9). (3) Obviously, some were struggling with poverty in the church, as James continually spoke to the poor or about them throughout the letter (Jam 1:9, 2:1-6, 5:1-6). No doubt, some were poor from fleeing persecution in their countries—they were essentially refugees. (4) Finally, a major trial amongst the Jewish Christians was temptation to compromise with the world—maybe to escape criticism and persecution. James said to them “friendship with the world means hostility towards God” (4:4). No doubt, there were also common trials like sickness, loneliness, and discouragement.
Two things to note about trials we experience: 
· The word “fall” suggests something sudden and unpredictable. Often trials happen quickly and come out of nowhere. Earlier today we were fine, and now we are not. Family situations happen, criticism happens, physical problems happen. Sometimes, they happen so quickly, we don’t even realize that we are in a trial. 
· But secondly, James says “all sorts” of trials. This can be translated variegated or multicolored.
 This means that we all encounter various types of trials. Some are small things that simply bother us like being stuck in traffic or being late to an appointment. Other things are big like a long-term sickness, difficult family issues, conflict at work, or financial problems. Living in a fallen world means that we will experience sudden and various types of trials. We shouldn’t be surprised at them, but instead, we should expect them. 
Unfortunately, some errant church doctrines or evangelistic techniques imply or directly teach people that following Christ will make life easier. They might even promise health and wealth! That is not necessarily true, and James certainly doesn’t teach the poor Christians that in this letter. When a person becomes a follower of Christ, they become an enemy of Satan. When Satan attacked Job, it manifested in financial loss, family problems, and physical sickness—all allowed under the sovereignty of God. People who are won to Christ based on promises that everything in life will get better, including wealth and health, often don’t last very long when trials come. 
When Christ sought to win people to himself, he told them if they were going to be his disciples, they had to be willing to hate their father, mother, wife, children, brothers, sisters, and even their own life. They had to be willing to take up their cross—meaning to be willing to die for him—if they were going to be his disciples (Lk 14:26-27). He told his disciples that in this world they would have tribulation, including people hating them (cf. John 16:33, 15:18, Matt 24:9). Christ was not a religious salesman—selling the benefits but hiding the difficulties. They come together. Following Christ has tremendous benefits, but it is a narrow road which means we’ll often be lonely and have to leave things behind (including people). It is carrying a cross—meaning it will be difficult. Therefore, if we are going to respond well to trials, we must expect them and not be surprised when we encounter them.
Application Question: Why is expecting difficulties so important to responding well to trials? How have teachings infiltrated the church which lessen believers’ expectations of suffering and therefore make them unprepared for it? Share a time when the surprise of a difficulty overwhelmed you (or someone else) and hurt your faith (or their faith). 
To Respond Well to Trials, We Must Biblically Evaluate Them 
My brothers and sisters, consider it nothing but joy when you fall into all sorts of trials, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect effect, so that you will be perfect and complete, not deficient in anything.
James 1:2-4
As James spoke to suffering Christians, he said that in order to respond well to trials, they must think properly about them. In verse 2, he says to “consider,” and in verse 3, he says “because you know.” “Consider” is actually a financial term—meaning to “count” or “evaluate.”
 Often when trials come, we just respond emotionally with anger, frustration, or discouragement. And these negative responses often make the situation worse. When we respond negatively to conflict with a friend, family member, or co-worker, it provokes a negative response from them. Negative seeds produce negative fruits (Gal 6:7). Instead of responding negatively, James says that when we encounter a trial, we must first think biblically about them. We must take some time to consider and ponder what we know.
Interpretation Question: What should believers think about when considering their trials?
1. Believers should think about trials as a test of faith.
James says when a trial happens, we must remember that it has come to test our faith (v. 3). When taking a test, one passes the test by focusing on the subject being tested. One will never pass a math test if he spends all his time studying history. In the same way, though there are practical things we must take care of when encountering a trial, the main thing we must focus on is our faith—because that’s what God is testing. 
The word “test” was used of testing the genuineness of a metal
 and also purifying that metal from impurities in order to make it stronger.
 Similarly, God allows trials to prove whether we trust in him or not. Therefore, when a trial comes, one should ask himself, “Do I trust God with this situation? Do I believe what God says about trials?” Trials come to reveal the quality of our faith—is it weak, strong, or even authentic? For some, trials make them forget about God—they don’t pray, don’t read their Bibles, and it actually leads them further into sin. This demonstrates a weak faith. For others, their faith draws them to worship, pray, read God’s Word, serve and depend on others, and this demonstrates a strong faith. However, for some, the trial proves that their faith is not authentic at all. Christ described this in the Parable of the Sower of the Seeds (Matt 13:20-21). The seed sown on rocky ground received the Word joyfully but when trial or persecution over the Word came, it did not endure. In fact, because persecution, false teaching, and lawlessness will only grow in these end times, Christ said that the love of many would grow cold and only those who endured to the end would be saved (Matt 24:9-13). We should not be surprised when we find many falling away from biblical Christianity as persecution increases. Their falling away (and not returning) proves that their faith was never truly genuine—their seed was on rocky ground.
Therefore, one of the things we must evaluate as we encounter various trials is our faith. What does the test say about our faith? Are we trusting and obeying him as we encounter the trial or are we drawing away from him? God told Israel that he led them into the wilderness to test them and see what was in their hearts, to see if they would obey his commands (Dt 8:2 NIV). God does the same with us. Will we obey him? When encountering trials, our focus must be on our faith, more than people, circumstances, or other things.
2. Believers should think of endurance as a goal in trials.
Often our focus when in a trial is simply getting out of it. However, one of the main things God desires to create in us during a trial is endurance (v. 3-4). The Greek word literally means to “remain under.”
 It’s a picture of a person standing under the pressure of a heavy weight for a long time. Likewise, that is something we must consider when we encounter trials. The trial at our job does not mean it’s necessarily time to quit or find a new one. The trial in our body does not mean it’s time to give up hope and neither does the trial at home. God often will put us in a trial and require us to stay there for a season until his purpose is accomplished in it. Remember, there is value in holding that heavy weight. When a person wants to get stronger, they put their body under stress and weight in the gym, track, or sports field. And God does the same with our spiritual lives through trials. We must consider this reality in trials, especially in long ones. 
In Romans 5:3-4, Paul says we know “that suffering produces endurance, and endurance, character, and character, hope.” While faithfully enduring trials, we grow in godly character traits like patience—waiting on God to change our circumstance or bring people to repentance—joy—regardless of our situation—self-control—controlling our emotions and our emotions not controlling us, and many other virtues. Paul said this is something that we “know” (Rom 5:3). When encountering trials, we must consider the value of enduring—remaining under a heavy weight. It is to be desired, and it is priceless!
3. Believers should think about the ultimate outcome of the trial—Christlikeness.
James says, “let endurance have its perfect effect, so that you will be perfect and complete, not deficient in anything” (v. 4). God’s purpose in the trial is to make us “perfect” and “complete.” Some have tried to argue that “perfect” only refers to spiritual maturity and not sinless perfection. However, both aspects seem to be wrapped up in the word “perfect.” “Perfect” is the same word Christ used in Matthew 5:48 when he said to his disciples, “So then, be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Christ gave members of his kingdom an impossible standard—perfection, being like God. Certainly, we will never reach perfection on this earth; however, it should be our continual aim—to be more like Christ every day (cf. Phil 3:10-15, Rom 8:28-29). We do this by practicing obedience to his commands, spiritual disciplines like prayer and reading God’s Word, and by turning away from sin and temptation; however, one important aspect of our growth in Christlikeness is trials. God uses them to perfect us—help us get rid of sin and add various virtues to our lives. And, the more like Christ we become, the more God can use us for his kingdom. 
When encountering trials, we must think deeply about being conformed to Christ’s image. In fact, it must be our goal. It’s easy to be patient when not having to wait. It’s easy to endure when life is pleasant. It’s easy to love when not dealing with someone who is difficult. It’s easy to be holy when not being tempted. In our trials, our goal must be to become complete, mature, lacking nothing—looking like Christ!
4. Believers should think of how God is in control of our trials.
James never says this, but it is implied. If God were not in control of our trials, they wouldn’t always work to make us more complete—like Christ. That’s the promise of Romans 8:28-29. It says:
And we know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose, because those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, that his Son would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters.
This promise is only for true believers. For those whose faith is not genuine, all things don’t work for their good. Trials often lead them into further sin and possibly to turning fully away from God. Death leads to them ultimately being separated from God. But for true believers, everything works for our good. Even death leads us to becoming just like Christ—without sin. 
We must remember that God holds the temperature gauge on our trials. First Corinthians 10:13 says, “No trial has overtaken you that is not faced by others. And God is faithful: He will not let you be tried beyond what you are able to bear, but with the trial will also provide a way out so that you may be able to endure it.” This means that our boss is not in control; terrorists are not in control, and Satan is not in control. God is! And he only allows us to go through things we can bear and which work for our good. As we evaluate our trials, we must see God as totally in control of them and not people or the devil. If we don’t recognize this, we’ll be more prone to anxiety and worry, which commonly lead to depression (cf. Prov 12:25), and we’ll forfeit a lot of the hope that is meant to sustain us in the trial. 
If we are going to respond well to trials, we must evaluate our trials biblically. We must consider that the major trial and the minor trial are really about our faith. Even when Satan tried to sift Peter like wheat, the trial was all about his faith. Christ said that he had prayed for him that his faith not fail (Lk 22:32). Are you trusting God in your trial or doubting and drawing away from him? We must remember that endurance is a virtue. Many times, it is not his will to immediately remove that difficult person, that sickness, the busyness, or the waiting season—there is value to it. God uses endurance to make us mature—more like Christ, lacking no virtues.
Application Question: How do you typically respond in trials? What are some of your common negative responses when encountering them? How have you experienced trials that God used to add virtues to your life like humility, patience, joy, and discipline? Why is it important to remember that God is in total control of trials rather than Satan or people?
To Respond Well to Trials, We Must Rejoice in Them
My brothers and sisters, consider it nothing but joy when you fall into all sorts of trials,
James 1:2
Some might think James is insensitive when considering his command to suffering saints to “consider it nothing but joy.” However, as mentioned, James’ command is based on theology—a person properly evaluating their trial in light of God’s Word. This is taught throughout Scripture. Matthew 5:11-12 says,
Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you and say all kinds of evil things about you falsely on account of me. Rejoice and be glad because your reward is great in heaven, for they persecuted the prophets before you in the same way.
Why should believers rejoice when persecuted for righteousness? It’s because their reward is great in heaven and because the godly prophets were also persecuted. After considering their persecution in light of Scripture, they should have pure joy. Certainly, we saw this practiced by the apostles in the book of Acts. In Acts 5:40-41, after the apostles were beaten for speaking in Christ’s name, they left rejoicing because they were considered worthy to suffer for Christ. Likewise, in Acts 16:25, Paul and Silas sang hymns to God in prison after suffering. It was a logical conclusion after considering their trials in light of God’s purposes. Again, Paul said this in Romans 5:3-4, “Not only this, but we also rejoice in sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance, character, and character, hope.” 
Application Question: How can we practice rejoicing in trials?
1. To rejoice in trials, we must understand that rejoicing is an act of the will and not necessarily emotional.
Joy in trials is not natural, which is why “consider it nothing but joy” is a command in the original language.
 We must choose to rejoice as an act of obedience to God—despite negative thoughts, emotions, and circumstances.
2. To rejoice in trials, we must understand rejoicing is based on our knowledge of God’s Word.
James is not commanding us to enjoy our pain or difficulty (cf. Heb 12:11). He is not encouraging some type of masochism. Again, this joy is based on knowing what God is doing through the trial. He is producing endurance in us and making us mature so he can use us. It’s also based on our recognition of God being in control. It is possible to believe these realities are true and not think upon them in a trial or live them out. For this reason, we must spend greater time in God’s Word when experiencing trials. It helps fill our mind with truth when we are tempted to doubt and despair. If our knowledge of and time in God’s Word is small, our joy will be small or nonexistent in trials. Therefore, we often must increase our spiritual disciplines when in trials to maintain this supernatural joy. 
3. To rejoice in trials, we must understand that rejoicing is not independent of proper mourning. 
James is not telling believers who have lost their homes or experienced the death of relatives to not mourn or to deny that they are in pain. It is possible for mourning to exist alongside joy. In the second beatitude, “Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted,” the word “blessed” can also be translated “happy” (Matt 5:4). In mourning over sin and its tragic effects, we can also have pure joy because God is in control, has conquered sin, and somehow will use it for good. It’s possible for both genuine joy and mourning to exist together. For example, when Lazarus died and the relatives cried, Christ did not rebuke them. In fact, he cried with them, even though he would raise Lazarus from the dead (John 11:33-35). Paul, in fact, described himself as “sorrowful but always rejoicing” (2 Cor 6:10). Therefore, James is not telling us to put on our happy face and deny the fact that we are hurting. Sometimes it’s wrong to not mourn. We are called to “Rejoice with those who rejoice and mourn with those who mourn” (Rom 12:15 NIV). The only difference between Christian mourning and non-Christian mourning is that ours should be done in hope (1 Thess 4:13). 
4. To rejoice in trials, we must reject typical, wrong attitudes.
In writing to persecuted believers, the writer of Hebrews warns against two negative responses to trials in Hebrews 12:6:
You have not yet resisted to the point of bloodshed in your struggle against sin. And have you forgotten the exhortation addressed to you as sons? “My son, do not scorn the Lord’s discipline or give up when he corrects you. “For the Lord disciplines the one he loves and chastises every son he accepts.” 
· Believers should be careful to not “scorn” God in the midst of their trials. In trials, we are tempted to doubt God’s love for us, his goodness, and therefore become angry with him. That’s why the author of Hebrews challenged suffering Jewish Christians to not scorn God’s discipline, which in the context included their persecution. Others may not directly scorn God, but they do so through their complaining. By complaining, they say, “God you are not in control!” or “God you don’t care!” Philippians 2:14 commands us to “Do everything without grumbling or arguing.”
· Believers should be careful to not “give up” or lose courage in the midst of trials. Some give up on God altogether in a trial—they stop reading their Bibles, stop coming to small group and church, and commonly turn to some type of sin or addiction to cope instead of turning to God. They ultimately lose faith that God is using the trial for their good.
When we adopt either of these bad attitudes in our trials, we hinder God’s purposes (cf. Phil 4:6-7). Oftentimes, by responding negatively, we extend our trials. Like Israel, instead of entering the promised land, we spend extended time in the wilderness until we learn our lesson. If trials are a test of our faith, when we fail the test, we repeat it, and sometimes, the test is harder the next time.
5. To rejoice in trials, we must understand that rejoicing leads to God’s special enablement during and after our trials.
Consider what Paul said when God refused to remove his thorn in the flesh but to instead display power in Paul’s weakness: “… So then, I will boast most gladly about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may reside in me” (2 Cor 12:9). Paul boasted in his trial “so that the power of Christ” would reside in him. Paul understood that an obedient response to trials leads to blessing. If he complained against God or murmured against others, it would rob him of God’s power and potentially lead to discipline (cf. 1 Cor 10:10-11). If we endure and rejoice, we reap the benefits of James’ promise—God uses the trial to complete us, to make us more like Christ. 
Some who don’t endure and instead cultivate wrong attitudes and actions in their trials become crippled by their trials instead of stronger through them. They develop a lack of trust for God and others, lack of peace, anxieties, and addictions. After challenging persecuted believers to have right attitudes in their trials and to trust God’s purposes, the author of Hebrews said, “Therefore, strengthen your listless hands and your weak knees, and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be put out of joint but be healed” (Heb 12:12-13). It is certainly possible to become spiritually and emotionally crippled by our trials if we respond wrongly to them. 
However, if we trust God by rejoicing in our trials, it leads to God’s special enablement—both to endure our trials and to be empowered through them. It was after thirteen years of slavery and prison that God used Joseph powerfully to help nations and the poor people in them. It was after Moses fled for his life from Egypt and became a shepherd for forty years in the wilderness that God called and anointed him to lead Israel. It was after Christ’s time in the wilderness, experiencing temptation, that the Spirit empowered him for his teaching and miracle ministry (cf. Lk 4:14). Often God uses our trials for the same purpose—to prepare us and equip us for a greater ministry if we are faithful in them (cf. 2 Cor 1:3-7). Are we rejoicing as an act of faith in our trials? God wants to bless, equip, and prepare us for greater works through our trials.
Application Question: Why is it so difficult to rejoice in our trials? How can joy and mourning both exist together? In what ways have you seen or experienced how rejoicing in trials leads to God’s blessing and how complaining compounds problems? How have you seen God equip you (or others) for greater ministry through a trial or series of trials?
Conclusion
How can we respond well to trials?
1. To Respond Well to Trials, We Must Expect Them
2. To Respond Well to Trials, We Must Biblically Evaluate Them
3. To Respond Well to Trials, We Must Rejoice in Them
Prayer Prompts
· Let’s give God thanks for our trials—declaring that he is good and that he has good plans for us through them.
· Pray that God through the Holy Spirit would give us endurance in our trials and that our character would develop through them—becoming more patient, loving, joyful, and self-controlled. 
· Pray for those who are suffering for their faith throughout the world, just as the audience James wrote to. Pray that God would protect them, strengthen them, and even convert their persecutors.
· Pray for others who we know are struggling through some trial—a financial trial, a trial of physical or mental sickness, a relationship trial, etc.—for God’s grace and mercy to be abundant over their lives and situations. 
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