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January 13, 2003
James 1:2-27  

Lesson 2       (Questions from week 1 and 2nd TD Summary)

Summary Sentence: God cares more about my character than about my material comfort

Central Idea: We are tested so that we will grow

1:2-12 
Tested from outside by circumstances
1:13-18 
Tested from inside by Character issues

1:19-27 
Tested by the Standard of God’s Word

Introduction  

This is quite a passage. James would never have been a success as a diplomat, would he? But he is an honest teacher. James’ readers lived in the real world, and they suffered all the problems and trials that come along with living in an alien environment.  And James knew that God works through difficult circumstances in our lives to help us grow to full maturity. 

Nothing in this life becomes strong without testing. Our muscles become toned when we have the self discipline to exercise them rigorously. Trees develop strong root systems by enduring strong winds. Under intense pressure, a lump of coal can be changed into a diamond.  

Steel is tempered in fire. God uses trials in our lives to help us mature spiritually. In the midst of pressure and heat, however, our natural tendency is to seek the nearest method of escape, whatever it may be.  But what happens when God doesn’t provide us an immediate exit?  What happens when the suffering, or the testing, is real , and extended, and we can’t escape? James tells us tonight that we need to come to God for the wisdom and grace to rightly endure and grow through the time of testing. There are many tests in life. But remember, we are tested so that we may grow!  

1:2-12  Tested from outside by circumstances
The universal statement of the Bible, both Old and New Testaments, is that believers will have trouble. Jesus Himself said it, in John 16:33 – “In this world, you will have trouble.”   And the first thing James says to his readers is “Count it all joy my brothers, when you encounter various trials”.  Things will happen to you – things outside your control – for no other reason that that you live among sinful humans in a fallen world. Some of it will splash on us. It is inevitable. And when it does, we need to ask God for the wisdom to recognize that He really is in control, and for the wisdom to see the connection between our present suffering and our future good, and to ask with faith -  really believing  that “in everything, God works for Good” (Romans 8:28). 

Do you recall the story of Joseph in Genesis 37? I don’t have a doubt that Joseph was really confused about God’s plan for his life, when he landed in prison, in Egypt, as a slave. Yet he was able to come through a time of pain and testing, enduring the consequences – not of his sin but his brothers’ sin – because he believed that God was working for good. And later, he was able to say “But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance.  (NIV)”. 

 Are you suffering tonight? Some of us are, I know. The recipients of James’ letter were living in an age of persecution. Yet James first words are “ Count it all joy” – recognizing that their trials were moving them closer to maturity in Christ. If you don’t consider your difficulties as ultimately a reason to rejoice, will you trust God tonight for the faith to believe He is in Control, and that He is working for good in your life? Remember, we are tested so that we may grow!

1:13-18 
Tested from inside by Character issues

In the midst of our trials, we may be tempted to think that “God is out to get us”, somehow . . . that this is all His Fault. James tells us we have to resist that inner temptation to Test God as did the Israelites in the desert, with all their grumbling, complaints, and sexual sins that rose from doubting hearts. Temptation doesn’t come from God! It begins with our own sinful desires. When we fulfill these desires, it causes deception (self deception and deceit of others, too) Deception uncorrected leads to disobedience. Disobedience continued leads to spiritual death. The truth is that only good gifts come from God, who does not change. (vv 17)

When I was in Peru, my missionary friends showed me a vine called the “matador”.

That word, by the way, means “Killer”. The matador vine starts at the bottom of a tree, and slowly makes its way to the top. As it grows it kills the tree. And finally, when the vine reaches the top, and the tree is completely dead, the vine puts out one flower.  Similarly, when we face temptation, we have to pluck it up from the roots of our lives immediately, before it becomes a killer to our spirits. 

Have you given way to temptations – evil desires, deception, disobedience? Are there weaknesses of character in your life which need to be dealt with? Is your spiritual life being sapped? The first step to solving that problem is to recognize it and admit it for what it is. The second is to bring it to God. When the Israelites were suffering intheir sins in the Desert, God made provision for them – a bronze serpent on a pole. All they had to do was look up at it and they were healed (numbers 21:6-9). Jesus told us to look on His finished work on the cross of Calvary and believe – our sins will be cast away, and our shortcomings and weaknesses turned into blessings. (John 3:14-21) Will you and I choose to look at Jesus when we are tested by temptations so that we may grow in Him? 

1:19-27 
Tested by the Standard of God’s Word 

Finally, James pointed out ways in which believers easily fall into temptation and sin, particularly in relationships. Pride, anger, arrogance and selfishness are high on the list. And he says to us that the only way to root out those sins is to “receive the word implanted”, so that we can be doers of the word and not just hearers. How can we do that? We could, I suppose, make signs all over our houses that said, “be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger” or “watch that tongue!”  But realistically, how can we make room in our hearts and homes for the correcting influence of God’s Word? We can start each day prayerfully meditating on it, as though it is our spiritual mirror. 

If we try to fight temptations in our own strength, we are sure to fail. We need to take the time in prayer, and to soak in God’s Word. That’s where our help comes from. Have you ever watched a Hawk being attacked? I grew up on a farm, and while I know hawks don’t really have any natural predators, Crows and Kingbirds will attack them in groups in order to drive them off. When a Hawk is attacked, he never fights back – he just starts circling higher and higher until he is soaring far above his enemy’s reach.  God’s Word does that for us – it becomes our spiritual “wings” to enable us to rise above the temptations and enticements of this world, and grow in Fellowship with our Lord.  

We begin each day by putting on our clothes. In the same way, if we can find a regular place to meet with the Lord in His Word and prayer, we can learn daily to renew our minds and put on our new nature (Ephesians 4:24) Thus we can be clothed in his peace, joy and security all through the day.  If we stay in God’s Word, we will do well in our tests, and grow in Him. 

Conclusion When we face difficulties, it sometimes just seems impossible to discern whether we are being trained, disciplined and brought to maturity by God, or attacked and tempted by Satan.  But does it matter? Because . . . In both cases God will use it as a test to make us stronger and to improve us. It is our response to trials and temptations that governs the outcome. Will we endure, and as James says in verse 4, move further toward being that completely mature Christian, lacking in nothing? Or will we run . . . crumble . . . take the easy way out . . . succumb to our own evil desires? 

Remember that God is King over all, and that even attacks from the evil one cannot get through to us unless He allows it. And IF He allows it, it has the potential of working for our good (Romans 8:28).  Do you know how Gold is refined? Even with all our advances in metallurgical technology, Gold is still refined the old fashioned way. The refiner heats it until it actually becomes molten liquid. Then the impurities float to the surface, and can be skimmed off. The Russians have the reputation of producing the purest gold in the world, at 99.9% purity. DO you know their standard? They repeat the refining process over and over, until the refiner can see his own face in the melted metal. Then its pure. That what God is doing for us.

As we endure trials and tests, becoming more like Him with each one,  His character begins to be reflected in our lives. 

Closing Sentence: While we don’t like trials and tests, they are for our good and for God’s glory. Without them we will not grow or mature. Will you then, and will I, choose to consider them as a part of life, and as tokens of our Father’s love, and even as causes to rejoice? 

Prayer: Father, forgive us for forgetting that you are in control. Pardon us for doubting your perfect love. Help us to recognize tests and trials as reasons to rejoice. Teach us to meditate on your word daily, that we might maintain such an attitude always. Amen

