God’s Rx—Look at your trials as joyful

Many of you know that I am a dog-lover. I have had some kind of dog almost since the day that Gary and I got married. If it were up to me, I would probably own several dogs. Gary thinks that one is enough! However, this past year my daughter Lindsay got her own dog, and I get to keep her sometimes. She is a very sweet whippet. Here is a picture of my daughter Lindsay and her nine-month-old dog Chloe. 

Sometime after Lindsay got her, Chloe began limping, and it did not go away. Finally, the vet x-rayed her leg and found that it had not developed normally. Instead of the bone being in the socket of the knee, there was a gap. The bone had failed to finish growing, and Chloe was in pain. 

The only remedy was surgery; the vet went in and broke that bone. Then he inserted a metal apparatus into the bone that had to be turned twice daily for 10 days to force the bone apart little by little. As it pushed apart, new bone would grow; in the end, the hope is that the new bone will fill in the entire space there and allow Chloe to run and play without pain, even though she may still limp.

I took this picture of Chloe on Friday so that you could get a good look at her leg right now. You can’t see the metal under the bandage well, but there is one spot that reflects a bit. 

Think about this situation from Chloe’s perspective. First, she wanted to run and play but it always hurt so she began to limp, trying to avoid as much pain as possible. Then, one day her loving owner left her with strange people in a strange place who put her to sleep, and when she woke up, she had this awful metal cage around her leg, and she hurt worse. Why? She couldn’t figure it out. After a few days she got to go home, and she was happy about that. However, every day this person with whom she lives who had previously been nice to her, uncovered this thing that was in her way on her leg and hurt her again. Why would Lindsay deliberately hurt her? Finally, that ended, but she still has this big metal thing around her leg and Lindsay continues to put some stuff on that area that doesn’t feel very good. 
There is no way a dog can understand the reasons for medical treatment. She can’t grasp that she will be stronger and healthier and out of pain. She only knows that right now, someone is hurting her and there is this big thing on her leg that prevents her from licking it! 

It’s a trial, similar to those with which we deal. We don’t understand why the situation has occurred. We can’t know exactly what God is doing in the situation because we can only see what affects us right now. The gap between God and mankind is even greater than that between a dog and a person. We cannot fathom God’s mind. 
Knowing this, God has shown us through the writing of James how we should view a trial. His prescription to help us as we deal with trials is to see them as joyful, which seems impossible when you are truly in a trial. As we look at James 1:2-8, we will begin to understand how to do that.  
James chose trials as the first topic in his letter. Obviously, it was an issue for his audience. As you read the entire letter, you probably noticed that persecution and financial hardships were common themes. As James begins to talk about trials, though, he doesn’t limit them to those specific hardships. 

Read James 1:2.

“My brothers and sisters, consider it nothing but joy when you fall into all sorts of trials”

We see that James’ prescription for dealing with trials is to consider them, or view them as joy. The word for consider means to think of, to deem, to account. We are to think about the trial as joyful. It is a term of thinking rather than feeling. I am to adopt the perspective of God, that it is joy. And James goes on to explain how we are able to do that. 
James speaks of trials of all sorts here and states some general truths about them. That means that we can apply these verses to any kind of trials that we “fall into”. What does it mean to fall into trials? The Greek word is peripipto meaning “to fall into as to be encompassed.”
 I get a picture of simply walking along and falling into a hole that covers and surrounds me and from which I cannot escape. I am somewhat claustrophobic and really don’t like being closed in so that picture gives me a good sense of the difficulty of the situation. 

Such trials are not situations brought on by our own sins or foolishness; these aren’t consequences that come from our own mistakes and failures. Rather, these are the kinds of trials that a Christian suddenly encounters as she walks through life. 
I am sure you know that last Friday some terrible tornados moved through four counties in Florida during the early morning hours, killing 19 at the last count that I heard and leaving a track of devastation on the homes, churches, and other structures. Amazingly, many of these were new buildings that had been built to withstand the destructive force of top hurricane winds, but they were no match for the velocity of the tornados.  

The aftermath of such a disaster is hardship, grief, difficulty, and loss. Even if they have insurance, those who lost homes will never recover keepsakes and things that are valued not by monetary loss but by memory. Everyone who died leaves behind family members and friends who will now need time to grieve the loss. 

The thing is that Florida has few tornados. This was an unexpected disaster, hitting them suddenly and with little or no warning, especially because they were asleep. 

This disaster pictures the way that we fall into these kinds of trials. We don’t see them coming and so they suddenly sweep in and disaster encompasses our lives. We are surrounded and overcome by such difficulties.  
What kinds of trials might these be? They may be illness, death of family or friends, financial hardship, job loss, difficult people, conflict, loss of friends, a prodigal child, loneliness, infertility, a family member with an addiction, an unfaithful spouse, a child with a disability, injustice at work or in the broader society, divorce, being a victim of crime, slander, or abuse, or many other things. 

Suddenly, you are hit with something that is hard and you don’t understand it or know how to deal with it. 

When that happens, James tells us to see the trial as joyful, but he also helps us understand how to do that. This is God’s prescription for times of trials. Use this prescription as needed when a trial hits your life from the outside. 

Read James 1:2-3. 
“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.”
If you are to see your trials as joyful, you need to realize that they test and prove your faith, which means that your light shines brightly before others. 
The word for trials means “an attempt to learn the nature or character of something.”
 A scientist tests a substance to see what is in it. I don’t know if you watch any of the crime scene shows, but such people test what they find at a crime scene in order to see what it really is. So a hardship or difficulty would be called a trial when God uses it to expose the nature of your character. What is inside is what is revealed in the test. 
The word for testing in v. 3 is dokimion,
 meaning “a process to prove the genuineness of something.”
 Is your faith real? The trial reveals whether it is or not. 
As you face a trial, your faith shows itself to be real and that gives you an opportunity to shine before others, as Jesus called us to do. 
Look at Mt. 5:16.
“In the same way, let your light shine before people, so that they can see your good deeds and give honor to your Father in heaven.”

Look at 1 Peter 2:9-12.
“But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people of his own, so that you may proclaim the virtues of the one who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. You once were not a people, but now you are God’s people. You were shown no mercy, but now you have received mercy.

Dear friends, I urge you as foreigners and exiles to keep away from fleshly desires that do battle against the soul, and maintain good conduct among the non-Christians, so that though they now malign you as wrongdoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God when he appears.”
We are called to be God’s people who show forth such different lives and good deeds that others see them and it brings glory to God. 

The jeweler always showcases his wares on a black cloth because the metals and the diamonds shine brighter in contrast with the darkness. That is true of believers. Because we are to live lives that are markedly different from those of the world, it is in the dark times that the difference is best seen. It is seen when we respond with love and grace to those who treat us unfairly or unkindly. It is seen when our children go on drugs and we continue to hope because God hold their futures. It is seen when we face death with expectation of a wonderful life hereafter. It is seen when we love the unlovely and forgive those who mistreat us. Trials give us the opportunity to show the world what God is like and what faith means in the everyday moments of hardship. 

I have told you before about the trial that my husband went through with his eye. During that time, I felt that I saw his faith more brightly than I had ever seen it. Suddenly he was forced to rely on God in ways that he had not ever had to before. It put his faith to the test and proved it to be real because it was seen in a dark situation. It was clear that he believed that God was to be trusted, whatever happened. 

So when we face those hard times, those trials, we realize that it tests and proves our faith, giving us opportunities to shine brightly before the world. I think that is a great way to pray for people going through trials. Pray that the proof of their faith will give them opportunities to shine before others. 
James 1:3 says that we must also realize that a trail produces the quality of endurance in us, which means that we keep on keeping on by faith, trusting that God will bring us through it. 
In your lesson, I gave you the definition of the Greek word for endure that is used here. I think the phrase, keep on keeping on, is a great way to understand it. We remain under the trial and just keep on believing and keep on moving forward in life. We don’t try to run away but let the trial teach us what it means to endure. And we know that it is God who gives us the grace to make it through anything. We can do it because He gives us the power and the ability to do so.
That was what Jesus did. He endured. Look at Hebrews 12:1-3, where the same Greek root word we see in James 1:2-3 for endurance is used several times.
“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, we must get rid of every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and run with endurance the race set out for us, keeping our eyes fixed on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. For the joy set out for him he endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. Think of him who endured such opposition against himself by sinners, so that you may not grow weary in your souls and give up.”
We are called to run the race of life with endurance, and we see that a key is to keep our eyes on Jesus; we keep on keeping on by faith. The author of Hebrews says that Jesus himself endured the cross; he remained under that situation although he had the power to flee. He also tells us that Jesus endured opposition from sinners. If we keep Jesus in our sights and remember that He had to endure trials for a higher purpose, we can do the same. If we model our endurance after his, we can make it without losing heart. If we realize that God can use our endurance, as James tells us, we will keep on keeping on. If we believe that God will bring us through it as Jesus went through the suffering of carrying the sins of the whole world at the cross, we will rely upon His grace and power instead of thinking we have to go it alone. 
In what kinds of situations are we tempted to flee rather than to endure and keep on keeping on? Every kind! Marriage is definitely in that category. When things get hard and we are tired of the difficulties we face, maybe a husband who seems disinterested or who doesn’t help with the children, maybe financial differences, or sometimes we simply want to escape the boredom of one person for life. 

Maybe we flee a job situation because of a difficult boss or a hard situation or being overlooked for a promotion. The human tendency is to leave, but as Christians we need to seek God’s wisdom before we run from a trial. Sometimes he does want us to stay put and reflect His light in that dark situation. 

If we are to see our trials as joy, we must realize that they teach us to endure. 

But James tells us that endurance is not the end result of a trial. Not only are we to realize that trials test and prove our faith and give us opportunities to shine more brightly and to realize that trials produce the quality of endurance, we must also realize that the final result is that endurance produces maturity—your faith is strengthened and completed.
Read James 1:4.

“And let endurance have its perfect effect, so that you will be perfect and complete, not deficient in anything.”
The idea is maturity, not total perfection. We become more like Jesus. We learn to endure, and it makes us more whole and mature as people.

As we consider trials, let’s look at Hebrews 12 again, where the author deals with the fact that God disciplines us. We need to understand that discipline is not always chastening for wrong-doing; discipline means child-training. As a father trains his children in many ways, such as through his teaching and his example, so God uses trials to teach us to be whole and mature. Strong’s Concordance says that the word discipline here in Hebrews means “the whole training and education of children (which relates to the cultivation of mind and morals, and employs for this purpose now commands and admonitions, now reproof and punishment).”

With that definition in mind, let’s read Heb. 12:5-13.

Read Heb. 12:5-13.
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.” 
Endure your suffering as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is there that a father does not discipline? But if you do not experience discipline, something all sons have shared in, then you are illegitimate and are not sons. Besides, we have experienced discipline from our earthly fathers and we respected them; shall we not submit ourselves all the more to the Father of spirits and receive life? For they disciplined us for a little while as seemed good to them, but he does so for our benefit, that we may share his holiness. Now all discipline seems painful at the time, not joyful. But later it produces the fruit of peace and righteousness for those trained by it. 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.

Both the kind of trials that James discussed, those that come from the outside through no fault of our own, and the kind of correction that Hebrews says to accept-- both produce God’s holiness and peace in us if we allow them to train us. That is a key, I think, to this entire lesson. We must allow the trial to produce the results that God intends it to. If we fight the trial and use all of our energy to escape it rather than use the time to grow from it, we will fail to develop the quality of endurance or gain maturity. 
Although the author of Hebrews mentions both kinds of child-training, James deals here only with the trails that come to test and prove the reality of faith. When they come, we are to realize that they test and prove our faith, that they produce the quality of endurance, and that that endurance makes us mature believers. God is at work on us when we deal with trials. He has our good in mind, just as the vet’s intentions for Chloe are for her best, although she cannot see or understand that. 
Let’s read on in James 1:5-8.

“But if anyone is deficient in wisdom, he should ask God, who gives to all generously and without reprimand, and it will be given to him. But he must ask in faith without doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed around by the wind. For that person must not suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord, since he is a double-minded individual, 6  unstable in all his ways.”
So as we face these various trials, we ask God for wisdom to deal with it—and that wisdom is not simply knowledge but an understanding of how to live out God’s best. One scholar puts it this way: “Wisdom is required because the faithful do not always know how to persevere nor do they easily find the will to rejoice in future blessings while enduring present trials. A divine vision or perspective is needed in the present to aid the believer in the journey and to fortify the self against temptation.”
 And James encourages us to be bold in asking for wisdom by reminding us that we have a God who is a generous giver and who does not hold that fact of your failures or lack of wisdom against us. 
However, James warns us that we cannot doubt when we ask God or we cannot expect an answer. Although God promises to answer those with faith, He does not promise the same to those who doubt. The word doubt means “to be uncertain, to be at odds with oneself.”
 Asking God is about trusting His character. This is not about whether God exists but about what kind of God he is. Do we believe that He is a giving and loving God? If not, such a person’s faith is an unstable as the waves of the ocean. 
How encouraging to know that we are not alone in figuring out how to proceed when we feel surrounded and closed in by a trial. God will give wisdom. He will guide. We are not dependent upon our own wisdom or that of the experts. We have our God to lead us through the trial and out the other side, no matter what that means. 

As we apply God’s prescription for trials, we then are able to actually consider it joy. Because you believe all this to be true, consider the trial equals joy without minimizing its difficulty and sorrow. James is talking about a view of the trial, a way of looking at it. It is not a feeling or a pie in the sky belief that life is easy or that being a Christian means that it doesn’t hurt. James says that we are to consider it or look at it as all joy or nothing but joy, not that we are to feel only joy. There is a huge difference, I think. Jesus wept when he encountered the grief of the people at Lazarus’ tomb; He wept over the coming destruction of Jerusalem. He raised the widow’s son from the dead, feeling compassion over her grief. Sorrow and hardship are difficult and God doesn’t tell us to not feel those things. 
Just like Lindsay’s poor little Chloe dog, realize that you cannot understand the purposes of God who is vaster and greater than you can ever comprehend. God doesn’t choose to tell us exactly what He is doing, and we may not grasp the importance of what he is doing even if he did tell us. That means that dealing with trials is all about faith, trusting that God is indeed using them to give us opportunities for greater witness because they prove to others the reality of our faith. It is trusting that God is working endurance in us so that we mature as believers and are strengthened for his work and our futures. Then, we can indeed see it as joyful rather than simply hard and sorrowful. We get to have an element of trust in the midst of our trials that will help bring us through them in faith as we trust the one who works all things together for our good. 
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