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5]& INTRODUCTION

We will begin a new study on the book of James. I call this series “Workable Faith.” To James,
Christian faith is not just about believing in God in the church. It is also about living out what we
believe in daily life. It is a short book of five chapters. I encourage everyone to read it in your
personal devotion. Bible scholars generally agree that this author James was a brother of Jesus in
the family. James later became a key leader in the first Jerusalem church. The opening verse
gives us some background about this letter. The recipients were Jewish Christians. They were
scattered to various places, quite likely due to religious persecution. Their faith was under trial
for a few reasons. First, Jewish peers thought that those Christians betrayed their traditional
belief and founded a new religion. They claimed Jesus to be God. Second, the Romans
mistreated Christians because they did not honor the Ceasars as gods. They worshipped Jesus.
Third, they were bombarded by false teachings. Some were mixtures of Christian faiths and
pagan religions. In comparison, Christians believe that Jesus is the only true God and the only
way to salvation. Our world is very different now. What does not change is that we will face
trials. Some people mistakenly think that there will be no more trouble since God loves them.
God does not protect us in a bubble like some parents shield their children from any difficulty.
But even if some kids grew up in a church, graduated from Christian schools, eventually they
must cope with the fallen world. Believers young and old must secure their foundation in the
Word of God. They are like greenhouse plants that must develop deep roots in order to survive
the summer heat. God never assures us an easy ride to heaven. But He promises not to leave us
nor forsake us no matter what challenges we have to tackle. We have two choices when our faith
is under trials: we can either give up on God or we can give in to Him.

fiZ¥E EXPLANATION
1. =Wy H /Y Purposes of Trials

James starts off by telling us the purposes of trials. He mentions a short-term purpose of trials in
verse 3. They will produce steadfastness in us. Another translation for steadfastness is patience.
We bear the discomfort because we look forward to a good result. Students complete course
requirements before they can graduate. Most employees work five days a week to make a living.
We often push ourselves even harder to pursue certain goals. You quit fried chicken and go to the
gym because you want to get a healthier body. People discipline themselves as they work toward
the targets. Likewise, we overcome trials hoping to build a stronger faith. Also, spiritual growth
is similar to physical growth. Some kids struggle with math in elementary school. But those
calculations will become a piece of cake when they are in middle school. Similarly, smaller trials
will prepare us for bigger ones. The good news is that God knows how much we can bear. Look
at the promise in 1 Corinthians 10:13 — No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to
man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the
temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it. Temptation
and trial are the same word in Greek. We will talk more about that in our next lesson. God’s
purpose is not to break us down but to build us up. Our faith will grow as He gradually turns up



the heat. It is like you are able to lift 100 pounds after you develop enough muscle strength by
pushing 50 pounds. Trials are for our benefit. Besides a short-term purpose, there are also two
long-term purposes of trials. James tells us in verse 4 we can be “perfect” and “complete”
through trials. The word perfect can mean perfection. But a general nuance is to achieve the
intended functions. Then the word complete describes a state wholesomeness. We can use the
term “mature” to sum up the meanings of the two words. A mature young person can make
independent decisions. By the same token, a mature Christian can make choices that please God.
No one likes to deal with hardship. But there is no short-cut to spiritual maturity. The Bible
knowledge you learn in normal times will equip you for future trials. It is easy to believe in God
when we are in good times. We may even feel that we can live without Him! We will reexamine
our faith when we are pushed out of the comfort zone. We may wonder: Is God real? Does He
truly care about me? Where is He when I am hurting? God hopes to build a stronger character in
us through trials. He wants us to prevail by relying on Him. Therefore, rather than asking God:
Why me? Why this? Why now? We can pray: Lord, what can I learn from this experience?

2. E\BERYtES Prayer in Trials

God has purposes in our trials. Difficulties should draw us closer to Him instead of pushing us
away from Him. James suggests one prayer in verse 5 that we should utter in trials. He asks us to
pray for wisdom. Wisdom is the insight to understand God’s will. It helps us examine trials from
God’s view, so as to discern why God allows them to happen. Asking for wisdom is the one
prayer God will not deny. In fact, God will gladly give us wisdom generously. He will never say
to us: “How come it’s you again?” God welcomes us to approach Him like a father welcomes his
children to ask him for help. Therefore, we must pray with humility. We say to God: “Lord, I
don’t know. Please help me understand.” We pray for wisdom in trials so that we know how to
react in a way that pleases God. If we do not pray, then more than likely we will look for a quick
solution or we will rely on inputs from people. Unfortunately, some Christians like to play the
role of God. I used to know a pastor’s wife who contracted cancer. Someone told her that she
must have some unrepented sins. God gave her the disease as a form of discipline. Have we not
heard a similar comment in the Bible? Job’s friends said the same thing! The logic is that God
will bless people with a good life if they are obedient. Therefore, problems are God’s punishment
for our sins. Will such advice help anyone? I doubt it. Believers who are under trials need
compassion. Do not pretend to be a detective or an expert. Just pray with them. Pray that God
will give them wisdom to go through the hard time. God promises to be with us even when we
suffer. The apostle Paul once shared his thorn in the flesh experience. He did not specify the
nature of the issue. Some Bible scholars suggest that it could be some chronic illness. Paul asked
God three times to remove the trouble, but the Lord did not answer accordingly. Instead, God
gave Paul something better. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 12:9 — But he said to me, “My grace is
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more
gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. God promised to sustain
Paul by His grace. In the end, Paul’s faith increased and did not decrease. The weakness did not
become an obstacle to his ministries. Rather, he used the experience as a tool for sharing the
gospel. God did not take away Paul’s problem. But He gave the apostle wisdom to know why He
did not provide a solution. God wants to use the trials you are facing for His glory as well.
Therefore, do not just pray for an answer. Pray for wisdom too. God will give you enough grace



to go through the tough time. When people see the joy in you, they will conclude that either you
are a fool to believe in a God who does not seem to help you, or the God you believe is real.

3. EVERAVTRET Perspective in Trials

James tells us the purposes of trials and he teaches us the prayer in trials. Next, he reminds us the
perspective we should have in trials. These tests make us realize that life can be short and
unpredictable. James relates financial richness with spiritual richness in verses 9 and 10.
Financially poor believers should not look down on themselves, because they are rich in God’s
eye. Jesus Christ saves them from sin and restores their status as children of God. Financially
rich Christians should not take pride in their money either. All that they have is temporary. Even
the length of their lives may be uncertain like wildflowers. Those plants wither under the sun no
matter how beautiful they are. Christians who are rich should identify with Jesus instead, who
was despised by the world for our sake. God does not hate the rich because wealth is a blessing
from Him. The problem is not how much we have, but how much we love what we have. James
confronts the rich members in the church later in his letter because they show bias toward the
poorer members. Money can give us a sense of security. But we can easily take pride in our
money and forget to thank God for it. You work hard to earn the money that God sets aside for
you. Jeremiah 9:23-24 is a good reminder: 23 Thus says the Lord: “Let not the wise man boast in
his wisdom, let not the mighty man boast in his might, let not the rich man boast in his riches, 24
but let him who boasts boast in this, that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord who
practices steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in these things I delight,
declares the Lord.” If there is anything believers can take pride in, it is the fact that God chose
them. He takes the initiative to save them. That eternal relationship is the most precious gift
money cannot buy and it will never depreciate. Trials can reveal what we cherish the most. It is
like exposing the core of an onion when layers of scales are peeled off. It happens when we
suffer financial loss, are laid off at work or contract a serious disease. Sometimes we get rid of
things that are no longer useful. Many of us have relocated before. Moving causes a bigger
headache when you have lived at an address for some time. You are shocked to see how much
stuff you have collected. There may be baby clothes and toys belonged to your kids, old
documents and things you do not even remember you own. You laugh at yourself that those
bundle of treasures in the past are now burden and trash. One day all believers will move one last
time. All that we accumulate in the world will become unimportant compared to the glory in
heaven. We should be thankful and content while we are still in this earthly life. Then our faith
will not be shaken even when trials come.

4. HWEAVEEE Prize after Trials

God puts us in a training course through trials. He hopes that we can grow toward maturity in the
process. Ultimately, God preserves a prize after we have overcome trials. James calls that prize
“the crown of life” in verse 12. When we hear “crown” we may think of a golden ring with
gemstones that kings and queens wear. The Greek word for crown is stephanos, from which we
derive the name Stephan. People in the Roman world did not think of a shiny halo when they
heard the word “crown.” Rather, they pictured a wreath athletes won in sport competitions. You
may wonder: what is the point for God to give us a crown of leaves? The focus is not on the cost
of it, but its value. Consider the awards you display in your home. A paper certificate is only



worth a few cents. A metal trophy costs less than fifty dollars to make. You may not earn
anything if you sell those items at a pawn shop. But they mean a lot to you because you worked
hard to earn them. You proudly share your stories when friends ask you the background behind
them. The value of a prize lies in the pride that comes with it. Paul also talks about crown in 1
Corinthians 9:25 — Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a
perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. All contestants in a race want to win the first-place,
even when the prize is just a ring of leaves. How much more should Christians strive toward the
finish-line to win a crown that will never fade away! But you are not competing with fellow
believers for things like how many times you read the Bible, how much money you offer or how
many people you save for Jesus. We are fighting against our laziness not to live a productive life
for the Lord. It is the complacency to think that we can take it easy since we are saved. Some
believers say they are satisfied to sit on a stool at the corner of heaven. We will be wasting the
rest of our redeemed life if we have that mentality. The good news is that the prize is not only for
one winner, but for all who are faithful to God. Paul says in 2 Timothy 4:7-8 as he looked back at
his life: 7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8
Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous
judge, will award to me on that day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his
appearing. Every Christian who eagerly waits for Jesus’ return will receive a crown of life. It is a
prize as much as a recognition of our effort. It will be like an award a company gives to every
retired employee, whether it is a janitor or a manager. They are appreciated for their small and
big contributions. Likewise, God will give each believer a crown. We do not know how it will
look like. It will be a prize worth waiting for, since God will only give us the best things.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

We have two choices when our faith is under trials: we can either give up on God or we can give
in to Him. If those tests come to us randomly, then we suffer for no reason. We will groan and
harbor resentment and bitterness in our hearts. As an alternative, we can bite our tongue and deal
with them like a cool dude. But James tells us that God uses trials to shape us. Someone said
people are like tea-bags. You do not know what they are made of unless you put them in hot
water. Our responses to trials reveal whether we trust ourselves, depend on our resources or we
truly rely on God. The Lord uses trials to perfect us like gold being refined in a furnace. The fire
will burn away all the impurities. The result will be fine gold. No one will volunteer to receive
trials. We should not resist those tests either if God has a meaning for us.
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