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Background on the Book 
The author identifies himself as James—and it was widely thought in the early centuries of the 
church that this was Jesus’ younger half-brother.  

• We know from Mark 3:21–35; John 7:5 that James was not a follower of Jesus during his 
earthly ministry. In fact, James’ conversion to belief that his brother was the uniquely born 
Son of God is typically one of the evidences for Jesus’ resurrection. What else would convince 
our siblings that we were God’s Son if not for an event like the resurrection?  

• Similar to Paul, James witnessed the resurrected Christ and so became an apostle and 
eventually a prominent leader of the Jerusalem church (1 Corinthians 15:7; Galatians 1:19). 
James’ speech at the Jerusalem Council (15:13–22) was highly influential on the church’s 
decision to allow Gentiles into the faith without requiring them to follow the works of Mosaic 
Law, and Paul names him as one of the Pillars of the NT church (Galatians 2:9). 

 
Application of the faith 

• The letter of James has been called by many “The NT book of Proverbs.” And that’s just 
how it reads. Its focus is on the practical application of God’s Word to the Christian life and is 
reminiscent of the Wisdom Literature in the Old Testament.  

 
Andy Stanley stated, “Knowledge alone makes Christians haughty. Application makes 
us holy.” ~ Andy Stanley, Deep and Wide 
 
James and Paul 
These two themes—a living faith and choosing to live according to God’s wisdom are echoed in 
Paul’s writings. Let’s just compare the two examples: 

• Galatians 3 and Romans 4 Paul uses Abraham as his principal analogy for being justified 
by faith. In those passages, Abraham’s faith is marked by his obedience—his faith is 
characterized as faithfully following God not just verbally affirming what is true about God.  

• James Ch. 2 defines faith much in the same way. When James says “faith alone, when not 
accompanied by action, is like a deceased body—void of the power that animates it and gives 
it life.” this is reminiscent of Paul who states, “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor 
uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through love” (Gal 5:6). The 
nature of faith is that it works itself out in a life of obedience. 

When it comes to the issue of faith—James and Paul are solving two separate problems. 
Remember we stated in Galatians that the problem was the Galatian Christians had been 
swindled into replacing the message of grace for a message of salvation by works. So the 
problem there was legalism. Paul warns that they should not overcorrect from legalism to treating 
grace as a license to sin.  
Here however, the problem that James is addressing is right there at this inflexion point—in 
James’ mind—some Jewish Christians may have already swung to the extreme of throwing off the 
yoke of Torah and are now living (instead of legalistic lives) licentious lives. Some are treating grace 
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as a license or a hall pass to sin freely. I’m saved by grace through faith—so what does it matter how 
I live? 
 
We can also see how both authors/ James and Paul / deal with the issue of wisdom.  
 
They both have a “this wisdom vs. that wisdom” or what the Jews referred to as “the two 
paths.” The two paths framework permeates Jewish wisdom literature such as Psalms, Proverbs, 
the Songs of Wisdom and the Intertestamental wisdom literature. It was so popular among Jews in 
Jesus’ day that you can see it in Jesus’ own teachings and Paul’s as well.  

• It’s the choice of two roads 
• Two doors 
• Two masters  

 
We compare Paul’s attitude towards these two paths of wisdom with James… 
1 Cor. 1:23 “We proclaim a crucified Jesus, God’s anointed King. For Jews this is contemptible, for 
gentiles it just sounds like crazy talk…25 But God’s “foolishness” will always be wiser than the best 
wisdom that men have to offer.” 
1 Cor. 3:19 “The wisdom of this fallen and rebellious world is idiocy to God.”  
 
See how James puts this same idea… 
James 3:15 “The wisdom of this world is warped through and through, which is why it should never 
be mistaken for heavenly wisdom. It is carnal, unspiritual, and even demonic.” 
 
Neither one of these authors are pulling any punches at all when it comes to choosing a living faith 
that produces a harvest of righteousness, and choosing heavenly wisdom which seems like 
irrational foolishness to the world. And while the principles and values of the Kingdom may sound 
like crazy talk to those on the outside, these are really the keys to living well. 
 
Transition: Over the next 7 weeks we are going to examine 7 unconventional, outlandish ideas 
that will revolutionize our life in Christ. That will take us from merely affirming a creedal or 
doctrinal system of belief—to a living faith—a wise and prudent life. Making wise choices and 
living in the joy of obedience. 
 
Part 1: Today we’re jumping in the deep end.  
Crazy Idea #1: God allows hardship into our lives to grow us up and we can experience a 
genuine joy in the midst of suffering. And it runs against our reflex to avoid pain and heartache. 
 
But the truth is that hard situations grow us up in a way that prosperity and a life of ease can never 
do.  
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Scripture: James 1:2-12 “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials 
of many kinds, 3 because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance.4 Let 
perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything. 5 If any 
of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it 
will be given to you. 6 But when you ask, you must believe and not doubt, because the one who 
doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. 7 That person should not expect to 
receive anything from the Lord. 8 Such a person is double-minded and unstable in all they do. 
9 Believers in humble circumstances ought to take pride in their high position.10 But the rich should 
take pride in their humiliation—since they will pass away like a wild flower. 11 For the sun rises with 
scorching heat and withers the plant; its blossom falls and its beauty is destroyed. In the same way, 
the rich will fade away even while they go about their business. 
12 Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the test, that person will 
receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him.” (NIV) 
 
What Joy is not… 

Not a phony happy face in the midst of hardship. Everyone can see through that. God 
doesn’t expect us to pretend to be happy when we’re not. There is a time to mourn and a time 
to rejoice—as believers we know the difference. 

 
It’s not mere happiness. Absolutely nothing wrong with being happy. And make no mistake 
about it, Joy is an emotion—one of the byproducts of the Holy Spirit. Sensing that we are 
blessed in this moment. Happiness is just a goal. A fleeting emotional state that 
surges in good times and evaporates when times get tough.  

What Joy is… 
It is an intentional state of rejoicing in spite of our circumstances. Joy is a state of mind 
and an orientation of the heart. It is a settled state of contentment, confidence and hope. 
Like love, it’s a choice. Jesus promised to give the disciples an abiding joy and stated that if 
we are willing, we can have a joy in the risen Christ that “no one can take away from you” 
(Jn. 16:22).  

 
Illus. I have a friend whose husband is suffering mightily. I get these once a month email updates on 
this gentlemen—his name is Paul. Paul is one of my mentors in the ministry. In the short 3 years that 
I interned and befriended Paul, he taught me more about leading teams effectively than anyone I 
know. And he is suffering mightily with a mysterious neurological condition that has given him 
blood clots, multiple seizures that have racked his brain, midnight vigils at the hospital—
transfusions, pneumonia and the list seems just too long.  
I just got an email update as she sat by this man of God’s beside—a man robbed of his potential for 
the Kingdom and I pray “God will you just heal my friend. Will you just heal him, raise him up and 
restore the years that disease has stolen.”  
Her email begins with a moment of joy in Jesus—reflecting on the sunlight pouring through the 
window and sensing God’s presence near—in her ashes in her longing in the brokenness.  
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How is that the people of God can go through the same kinds of things that everyone in the 
world goes through—and experience a supernatural joy in the midst of the havoc?   
So if happiness is passing and ephemeral, and Joy is intended to be an ongoing intentional state of 
mind—how do we get it in the midst of trials that we all suffer? 

• Joy is possible in a God-centered life (rather than an event-oriented life). The whole point 
of this text is not simply to give us tips on a happy life—but rather God. Having faith in God, 
receiving wisdom from God, living right before our God. God is the point of the text. 
When our joy is dependent on events, conditions then it will be conditional. But if our joy is 
centered in the knowledge and worship of our God then we can live in joy. But rather if our 
joy is dependent on an unchanging God—as the object of our affections and the well-spring of 
our enjoyment—than our lives can be characterized by joy.  

The second key to living in an intentional state of joy before the Lord is… 
• Joy is made possible in Christian community. The “you” in this text is plural. Like no other 

book in the NT, James loves this phrase adelphoi—which is where we get the English terms 
like “philadelphia” which means the city of brotherly love. Adelphoi is a code for the fam. It’s 
the brothers and sisters in God’s household—all together in communion creating a protective 
barrier to outside forces and creating a healing balm from within. Jesus said “The rain falls on 
the righteous and the unrighteous” Trials will touch our lives. And so why go through them 
without the loving, caring community of faith?  

o We have had a dozen instances in this church in my short 20 months or so of the people 
of God just converging on the hurting—the suffering. And that’s the way it should be. 
In times of loss we need the brethren and I can’t imagine going it alone—without the 
protective hedge of so gracious a community of faith.  

• A life of joy braces for the inevitability of hardship. Notice the text says v.2 “Whenever 
you face trials of various kinds.” Trials are a part of life. Loss is the lot of all men, and 
Christians are no exception to this rule.  

o Illus. I have a friend who genuinely loses it every time some bump in the road 
broadsides him. Once we were talking and I said, “Man. I really don’t mean this to 
come across as calloused, but you need to brace yourself a little better for calamity.” 
We can handle the trials of life better when we change our mentality from 
entitlement—the belief that we are owed a perfect life and any twinge of pain or 
suffering we face is evidence that God isn’t there or that he doesn’t care about us.  
It’s not if we face trials, it’s whenever we face trials of various kinds.  

• Joy is possible when we live in light of final outcomes. V. 3 “The testing of your faith 
produces perseverance and perseverance must finish its work so that you will be a finished 
work.” 
God’s ultimate goal for us is our character formation into the image of Christ, not our comfort. 
Now the Spirit brings comfort in trials, he soothes the pain we feel and the anguish we 
encounter through tests. But God’s ultimate goal is our full maturity. 

o The word teleios here means “complete and mature” fully outfitted for Kingdom life.  
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o It is not the quest for moral perfectionism but it is the pursuit of a perfect God as he 
conforms us into the likeness of Jesus.  

! That work of perfection is ongoing in this life.  
! It is a work of God in us not a work for God that we do.  
! It is eschatological—that is will not be completed until that final day.  

• The God who began a good work in us is able to bring it to completion 
on that day—when Christ returns for us.  

So we can have joy in the midst of severe testing because we know the ultimate outcome is our 
formation to the character of Christ in his suffering and God’s reward for those who patiently 
endure in Christ’s name.  
 

We put our sufferings into the perspective of the ultimate good and the eventual heavenly crown 
we’ll receive when Christ returns. And this is our command. Put our trials into eternal perspective.  
 
That’s the what, but here’s the why… 
Why does God put us through testing?  
 
When we face trials and testing, we have three natural knee-jerk reactions:  
 
1.) to evade/escape testing,  
2.) to explain it “why is this happening to me?” 
3.) to exit the test as soon as possible so that we can return back to a state of well-being.  
 

Tested faith is strong faith. And strong faith is productive faith. 
Here’s what God produces in our testing: 
Testing of your faith produces the choice fruit of perseverance. 

• Under pressure our faith-claims are forced into the open and their true colors are 
revealed. 
The very concept of “testing” is to show what we really know—and to force internal states out 
into the open so that they will become external realities. Paul refers to this as “working out 
your salvation with fear and trembling.” He doesn’t say “work for it.” He says, “work it out” 
which means to take something from an internal state and to force it out into the open—to 
display the validity and the potential flaws of creedal faith. 

 
Testing (Gk. dokimion) which means “To test and verify. To document the case. To prove that 
the claim is true.” This word is a forensic term pulled out of a legal context—God tests our faith to 
demonstrate and show the genuineness of it.  
 

• Under pressure, believers develop a muscular and durable faith. 
A faith that has been rocked, banged around by the hardships of life is resilient because it has 
been tempered and folded and hammered like steel. 
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Endurance/perseverance simply means “faith put through its paces.”  

Testing forces our faith out into the open—so that it is a living active faith not just a doctrinal system 
we verbally affirm.  
Testing produces endurance-Christians. Believers with a beefy, durable faith that will endure to the 
end when Jesus comes back for us.  
  
The Butterfly. 
 
“Great faith is the product of great fights. Great testimonies are the outcome of great tests. 
Great triumphs can only come out of great trials.”  
 ~ Alex Harris, Do Hard Things: A Teenage Rebellion Against Low Expectations 
 
Any person or any environment that is change-proof is growth-proof. Change is hard, it’s 
uncomfortable, and it is absolutely necessary for a growing productive faith. 
 
What catalyzes and sets into motion our growth are those uncomfortable, holy disruptions that 
God brings to us.  
 
 
 


