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Anyone who thinks that living the Christian life is going to be easy probably hasn’t been a Christian for very long. After all, Jesus told His disciples, “In the world you will have tribulation” (John 16:33), and Paul told his converts, “Through many tribulations we must enter the Kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). Some trials are the result of living in a fallen world (sickness, injury, accidents, or tragedy). Others, however, come to us because we are Christians. Peter reminds us of this in his first letter: “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial that you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed” (1 Peter 4:12-13).

Such was the case with the recipients of James’ letter. As we have seen, James is writing to “scattered saints” (v. 1). They were no doubt Jewish Christians who were dispersed throughout the Roman Empire during the first wave of persecution that arose after Stephen was martyred (Cf. Acts 11:19). Small wonder that James begins his letter by encouraging them to endure the many and varied trials they were facing (1:2-12). 

These opening verses place trials in perspective for all Christians. It’s a text that flows from one sequence of thought to the next. First, as we saw last week, James calls us to respond to trials with “pure joy.” Why? Because the “testing” of our faith develops “perseverance” (NIV), or “endurance” (NASB), or “steadfastness” (ESV). Such perseverance is the process God uses to make us “mature” (NIV, NRSV) and “complete,” so that we will lack none of the virtues and graces needed for living the Christian life (vv. 2-4).

Then, in verses 5-8, James urges us to ask God for the wisdom that enables us to face these trials with “pure joy.” In verses 9-11, he applies this principle to one of the greatest “trials” by which God tests our faith – not having enough money or having too much money. Finally, in verse 12, he promises that those who persevere under trial will be given the “crown of life.” Today’s study focuses on these last three perspectives on trials.

A. The Need for Wisdom, Prayer, and Faith (vv. 5-8): “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him.  But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind.  That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.”

Thankfully, James is a realist. He knows that some might not see that trials are designed to work for us and not against us (vv. 2-4). So, he reminds them (and us) that God’s wisdom is for the asking. However, the way in which we ask makes all the difference in the world. God answers prayer when we have a confident, unwavering faith in Him and do not doubt.

As in the Old Testament, “wisdom is above all a practically oriented virtue that gives direction for the life of the godly person. ‘Insight’ into the will of God and the way it is to be applied in life are both given by wisdom . . .” (Douglas Moo, James). In this context, God’s wisdom enables us to understand the purpose of trials so that we respond to them in the right way – with “pure joy” (vv. 2-4). 

Here, James’ confidence in God’s response to our prayer for wisdom is rooted in God’s character. He gives generously to all – “without finding fault” (NIV), or “without reproach” (NASB), or “without making them feel foolish or guilty” (J. B. Phillips). But the one who doubts is like the wind-blown motion of the sea (the first of his many illustrations from nature; Cf. 1:10-11, 17-18, 26; 3:3, 5, 7, 11-12; 5:7, 17-18). Such an individual is “double minded” and receives nothing from the Lord. In fact, James goes on to say that the “double-minded” person is unstable in all his ways.

The word translated “double minded” was possibly coined by James. The only time it appears in the New Testament is here and later in James 4:8. It’s not found in any of the Greek literature before the time of James. It pictures an individual who has two souls (literally, “a man two-souled”). His instability is marked by seeking mutually exclusive and conflicting goals.

In the words of one commentator, “He acts as though two distinct souls or personalities are in his body, at perpetual conflict with one another.  The one is turned Godward, while the other is turned toward the world; the one believes God, but the other disbelieves.  He is a walking civil war in which trust and distrust of God wage a continual battle against each other.  He is the pattern for Bunyan’s “Mr. Facing-both-Ways” (Hiebert, The Epistle of James).  Such is the life – and prayer life – of a “two-souled” saint.

B. The Application to the Poor and the Rich (vv. 9-11): “The brother in humble circumstances ought to take pride in his high position. But the one who is rich should take pride in his low position, because he will pass away like a wild flower. 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 man will fade away even while he goes about his business.” 

Some view these verses as unrelated to the previous ones (vv. 5-8), and to the one that follows (v. 12).  But the notes found in the ESV Study Bible point us to a better understanding: “Given the context, James seems to be saying that the challenges of poverty and wealth may be one of the greatest “trials” for Christians, as would be suggested by his immediate emphasis (see 1:12) on the “blessed” status of those who remain ‘steadfast under trial.’”

If so, this would be the application: When the trial of “humble circumstances” comes upon one brother (he has little money and a low social status), he can rejoice in his “high position” (he has spiritual resources that can never be taken away from him) (v. 9).  
But when the trial of transitory riches comes upon another brother, he can rejoice that his riches in Christ cannot wither or fade away (vv. 10-11).  He comes to realize where his true treasure is found.

Not having enough money, and having too much money, are both “trials” by which God tests our faith.  Perhaps James is hinting at the prayer of Agur, found in Proverbs: “. . . give me neither poverty nor riches, but give me only my daily bread.  Otherwise I may have too much and disown You and say, ‘Who is the Lord?’  Or, I may become poor and steal; and so dishonor the name of my God” (30:8-9).  God’s wisdom enables us to respond to the challenges of both circumstances of life – in a way that honors Him!

C. The Promised Reward for Persevering in Trials (v. 12): “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love Him.”  

The word that is used for “crown” is the one that is commonly used for the wreath of a victorious athlete (1 Cor. 9:25; 2 Tim. 4:8; 1 Peter 5:4).  The word “life,” as it is used here, is the eternal life which we “will receive” in the future.  The “crown of life,” therefore, is the crown that consists of eternal life, promised to those who love the Lord. This love for God is demonstrated by our willingness to suffer for the cause of Christ. For those who keep their faith in the midst of such suffering, the reward is life – the enjoyment of God’s presence on into eternity.

This is the same comfort and hope that the Lord Jesus holds before the suffering saints in the church at Smyrna: “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer.  I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you . . . Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10).  Clearly James agrees with Jesus, his half-brother, that persevering faith is the proof of genuine saving faith.

One final note: The individual who perseveres under trial is “blessed,” which also reflects one of the beatitudes of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount: “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matt. 5:11-12).
 
This is the ultimate reason to remain steadfast when we face anti-Christian hostility and adversity. In the words of one author, “The contemplation of this glorious inheritance can be a powerful source of spiritual strength and sustenance as we realize ‘that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.’ (Rom. 8:18) By fixing their gaze on this inheritance, believers are able to find sustenance and strength in the trial, recognizing that the suffering of this present time is not long” (Douglas Moo).

Someone has said that “outlook determines outcome, and attitude determines action.” Truer words were never spoken! James tells us to expect trials (it’s not “if” we encounter them, but “when,” v. 2). If so, then what is needed most is a joyful attitude (v. 2); an understanding mind (knowing they serve a purpose; vv. 3-4); a prayerful, believing heart (vv. 5-8); and a fixed focus on the promised reward for all those who patiently endure trials (v. 12). That’s what James had in mind, and that’s what is needed, if we are going to overcome the adversities and trials of this life.





