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Faith That Works 
 

Handling Tough Times (James 1:1-6) 
 
It’s great to be with you as we start our brand-new series, "Faith that Works." For roughly the 
next two months, we are going to work verse by verse through the book of James. James, it’s 
one of the most practical books in all of scripture.  It’s made up of 108 verses, and 54 
commands. It is laser-focused on living rightly. On top of that, the author uses some great word 
pictures we’ll get into that makes things clear, easy to understand, and hopefully, easy to apply. 
 What I want to do this morning is to give you a bit of an introduction. Not so the content 
of the book, but to the who, what, when, where, and why? As Christians, we believe the bible is 
God’s word speaking to us today. Hebrews tells us that "God's word is living and active," so we 
want to have open ears to hear what God wants us to speak to us. That said it’s often helpful to 
understand God’s word in its context because God speaks to and through people. I find it’s 
often useful when I’m opening a book in scripture to try and find out who the author was and 
who the audience was. In chapter one, verse one, it’s pretty clear:  James, a servant of God and 
of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations: Greetings. 
 The author is James, that's pretty straightforward, isn't it? The letter itself doesn’t tell us 
James who…there were several James' in the New Testament. James son of Alphaeus, James 
the Son of Zebedee. And James the half-brother of Jesus. Plus a few others. Based on some 
strong internal evidence in the text – and the accounts of the church fathers, Christian tradition 
has concluded it's the latter of the three — James, the half-brother of Jesus who wrote James.   
 Here’s why that’s a big deal. Because during Jesus’ earthly ministry. James, his half 
brother, wasn’t a follower of Jesus.  John tells us in John chapter seven “But when the Jewish 
Festival of Tabernacles was near, Jesus’ brothers said to him, “Leave Galilee and go to Judea, 
so that your disciples there may see the works you do. No one who wants to become a public 
figure acts in secret. Since you are doing these things, show yourself to the world.” In essence, 
they were saying, "Hey man if you are who you say you are, why are you wasting your time 
around here? Go to Jerusalem.” The reason John tells us: “For even his own brothers did not 
believe in him.” That’s the dressed-up version. In Mark 3, Mark tells us of a time when Jesus 
and his disciples had drawn such a crowd around them that they weren’t even able to eat. 
“When his family heard about this, they went to take charge of him, for they said, “He is out 
of his mind.” James, the brother of Jesus, and the rest of his family thought Jesus was crazy.” At 
the end of Jesus’ life, in John chapter 19, Jesus was on the cross,  “When Jesus saw his 
mother there, and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to her, “Woman, here 
is your son,” 27 and to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” From that time on, this disciple 
took her into his home.”  The gospels seem pretty clear that Mary had plenty of kids. Why did 
John, the youngest disciple, need to take her into his home? Maybe the answer is that there 
was such a division in the family over Jesus, that the kids – including James, just left.   
 So what changed? How did James go from thinking his brother was out of his mind, to 
referring to himself in verse one as the servant of Jesus? Well, what would it take for you to 
believe that your sibling was the Messiah and Son of God? For you to claim yourself as your 
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siblings’ servant, with no hint of irony or sarcasm?  Some signs and wonders? James saw all 
those, didn’t do it for him. How about the rumor that your sibling rose from the dead? What if 
your sibling rose from the dead after three days, and then appeared to you? That’s what 
happened.  In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul tells us that after appearing to Peter and the twelve, to a 
gathering of 500, “Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.”  Jesus appeared 
before James, and upon seeing his risen brother finally, he believed.  And he didn't just believe 
that Jesus rose from the dead; he even went beyond believing Jesus was Messiah; he believed 
that Jesus was the Lord. Let me unpack that. If you were a 1st century, chances are you would 
never refer to God by the name Yahweh, the name God revealed to Moses at the burning bush, 
when he said: "I am that I am." You wouldn't use it. Because you don’t just want to abide by the 
third commandment and avoid taking his name in vain, you don't want to get anywhere near 
there. Instead of referring to God as Yahweh, you call him Lord.  Throughout the Roman 
empire, subjects were required to claim Caesar was Lord. The Jews got a special exemption 
from Rome because they simply couldn't do it. They couldn't ascribe to any earthly being 
divinity. And here in James 1:1, James who as far as we can tell grew up a good Torah observant 
Jew, is calling his older brother, Lord. 
 After his encounter with Jesus, he became a leader in the early church. He was called 
James the Just. In the first few decades after the resurrection, the church in Jerusalem was the 
epicenter of the Jesus movement – and it was James, not Peter, Paul, John, or any other disciple 
that led the church. In Acts 15, we learn about the Jerusalem council – where the leaders of the 
early church gathered to discuss what to do with gentile followers of Jesus, do they need to go 
through the process of becoming a Jew, circumcision and abiding by the food laws, or does the 
way they live their faith look different. This was a huge issue. Paul and Barnabas both spoke, 
Peter spoke, but it’s telling that James is the one who is given the last word. He stands up and 
issues his judgment.  
 Not only did James become the leader of the early Christian movement, but he would 
also eventually be martyred for his faith. As he was facing death, he was given an opportunity 
to recant, to save his life and deny his belief in Jesus as the Lord and Messiah, but he refused – 
and he was killed for his faith. I think this detail is particularly important in light of the message 
he delivers on suffering. Like the rest of his letter, it's not some nice theory; it's something he 
lived out and expected his first audience and us to do likewise.  
 James also gives us a clue to his audience. He refers to them in verse one as the twelve 
tribes scattered among the nations.  What does that mean? I think we should understand that 
this is a metaphor. When God’s people inherited the Promised land, under Joshua, it was 
divided up among the twelve tribes of Israel. Ten of those tribes were eventually taken into 
captivity by Assyria in 722bc, and they never returned. At the time of James’ writing, there were 
no longer twelve tribes to speak of. What it seems like James is doing, is referring to those who 
believe in Jesus as Messiah, as the new reconstituted Israel. It was mainly made up of Jewish 
believers in Jesus, but perhaps some gentiles.  But they were, in a sense the new twelve tribes. 
The “scattering” he refers to in verse one is probably tied to the great persecution following the 
martyrdom of Stephen in Acts 8. It says: "On that day, a great persecution broke out against 
the church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and 
Samaria." Acts 11 tells us that those who had been scattered traveled as far as Phoenicia, 
Cyprus, and Antioch.   
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 When you think about it, it makes sense. James was the Pastor of the church in 
Jerusalem; his flock had been scattered. He had probably heard reports of what life was like for 
his people, and in response, he wrote this letter to encourage them.  He didn't have to give any 
unique credentials outside of this introduction, because they knew him.  Because he was their 
Pastor and not some stranger, he was totally comfortable in issuing some challenging words. 
And because they knew it came from a place of love, they were receptive to hear it.  
  Let’s get the message. Verse two says, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and 
sisters whenever you face trials of many kinds.”  The theme of enduring trials is a major one in 
the book of James. As I mentioned at the outset, this is not a theoretical letter.  James isn’t 
concerned with “could be’s,” or “might be’s." He was concerned with what it looks like to live 
out our day to day faith in Jesus.  In the first century, as it has been throughout much of the last 
2000 years in much of the world: placing your faith in Jesus and living for him was a decision 
that came with great cost. Back then, people weren’t as mobile as they are today. You and your 
family would have probably worked on the same lands or practiced the same trade in the same 
location for generations after generation. What do you do when you farmed the same land 
your entire life, and because of your faith in Jesus, your family and community has ostracized 
you? What do you do when continuing to live in that place makes your wife and kids a target 
for mocking, violence, and persecution?  Moving seems to be the only option, but you’ve got no 
liquid assets to speak of? What do you start over with other than the clothes on your back? It’s 
not like going to live amongst a gentile population was safe. They were even more suspicious of 
Jesus followers, because they refused to worship their gods, and yet the Jews said no, no, 
they’re not one of us.  
 That’s the situation for much of James’ audience. That was their trial. It’s not ours, for 
the most part, that’s not what that you and I face. We might question why we’re not facing 
religious persecution today as Christians have routinely faced throughout history, that 
conversation is probably better left for another day. What’s great about James’ words, is that 
he says “consider it pure joy when you face trials of many kinds." Evidently, your trial doesn’t 
have to be the same thing as the people James was writing to for you to apply it. You might be 
thinking, yeah Andrew, but you don’t know my situation…well, that doesn’t really matter, at 
least in terms of living this out. Because while James wrote with a specific example of trials in 
mind, he’s speaking broadly enough that the principle applies to all of us. It’s also worth noting 
that James says when not if.  It’s not a matter of if trials are going to strike, it’s when. Just 
because we’re Christians, doesn’t mean we get a pass from trials. Trials are inevitable. They’re 
not a sign something has gone, wrong or a sign of God’s displeasure. We live in a fallen, broken 
world and trials are going to happen to all of us.  
 I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s get back to the beginning of verse two.  The first thing 
you might want to circle or underline in this passage is the word consider. “Considering it pure 
joy” when we face trials is the first command that James issues in this passage. It’s the first 
thing that you and I supposed to do when we face a trial. What do you do when you consider 
something? You reflect on it. Maybe you take a step back, and you think about it. For those of 
you who've been through suffering or are going through a trial right now, taken at face value, 
James’ words might sound impossible to you. Maybe even shallow or callous. You might want 
to jump out of your seat right now: “You want me to feel pure joy because of this?” No. I don’t. 
James doesn't either. He is not talking about feelings.  He's talking about thoughts and 



4 

perception. James is telling us to respond rightly to our trials, allowing them to fulfill the 
purpose that God intends we must think rightly. He is not advocating a change in how we feel 
about something, but a change in how we think about it.  
 Let’s take the example Jesus provides us in the gospels; when he found out his cousin 
John the Baptist was beheaded by Herod, he took a boat to a solitary place to grieve. When he 
found out his friend Lazarus had died, he wept.  Even knowing that he would raise Lazarus from 
the dead. Do you think that one of the disciples should have said, “hey man turn that frown 
upside-down – quit being so unfaithful Jesus, you’re supposed to be joyful.”  Does anyone want 
to say Jesus was wrong? Jesus shows that there is a way to experience and express profound 
grief as a natural emotional response to suffering.  While at the same time holding a right 
perspective – even a joyful perspective in the midst of it. Please do not misinterpret James to 
conclude that it’s wrong to feel sadness, loss, even anger in the face of suffering. To the person 
who is going through a trial, please do not use this passage as a tool to further pile on to the 
suffering they’re facing.  James’ command is to think rightly, to think about it with faith and 
trust that as terrible as this is, as much as I want out or just want to scream, God can redeem, 
he can use it if we allow him to do so.  
 In verse three, James tells us the reason that we should consider our it pure joy when 
we face trials, is “because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance.” The 
word testing here isn’t a pass or fail kind of test. It’s not about whether we have faith or don't 
we. To test something in the manner, James is using is to refine it.  Maybe in the margin of your 
bible write test = refine. In James' day, you would test precious metals like gold and silver, by 
placing them in a fire to heat them up and in doing so burn out their impurities, leaving only the 
most valuable material remaining. What James is intent on communicating is that our trials are 
the refining fire for our faith. We don’t need to seek suffering out, but we also don’t need to 
flee from it when it comes. Because when trials come, and our faith gets tested, it gets 
stronger. We develop perseverance. Perseverance isn’t just an isolated, solitary act. It’s not just 
enduring one thing: perseverance is a virtue, a character trait that we develop through the 
testing of our faith. Character and virtue aren’t something we talk a lot about these days, but 
it’s something God desires to cultivate in us. Another word for this character trait of 
perseverance is steadfast.  It seems like a word that fits better in prior generations, and I 
wonder if part of the reason has to do with our cultures allergic response to discomfort and 
pain? 
  Verse four continues "Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and 
complete, not lacking anything."  Thinking isn’t the only thing that enables us to face trials 
well, James isn’t blind to the fact that we must do the hard work of enduring, clearly with God’s 
help, but still, we must to push through to the end without copping out, quitting early or 
abandoning our faith. One of the next steps this week on your connection card is reading 
through James in its entirety. Unless you're a speedy reader, it'll probably take you a little under 
twenty minutes. If you do, one of the things you might notice is James addresses several ways 
that his community might be tempted to get out of from under their trial whether it's through 
responding in anger and violence, slander, or showing favoritism. For you, the trial your facing 
might have a similar escape hatch. Where it’s something that you could potentially get out from 
under it, but by doing something beneath the character of a Christ-follower. To that, James 
says, let perseverance finish its work.  
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 The fuel that’s going to motivate us to put our heads down, push through to the end is 
the knowledge that that each step of the way we are becoming stronger and becoming more 
mature and growing more like our Lord.  I love the picture that James uses: because often trials 
leave us with the feeling of loss, but James tells us no, no it’s just the opposite if you do this 
faithfully: it might be true that you’ve lost something, but you will also gain something. You will 
become mature and complete, not lacking anything. You will be whole and filled up. John 
10:10, is our memory verse. It says, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have 
come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” To have the full life, abundant life Jesus 
promises, clearly means not lack anything doesn’t it? And yet it seems like one of the ways God 
brings out the full life, the complete life, the life lacking nothing, is the very means that our 
world today says is death. The way that our world says run from. Your trials might be the very 
road to the abundance that Christ promised and found in him. There is no abundance without 
endurance; there is no endurance without that which must be endured. 
 “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.” I have to be honest; sometimes it's hard to 
understand in this letter where James is going, sometimes I ask myself, wait why are we talking 
about this now? But the connection between wisdom and trials is an important one. Remember 
where we started…James commanded us to do what: think rightly. Then asking God for wisdom 
seems like the perfect next step.  How can I think rightly apart from the wisdom of God? 
Sometimes thinking rightly and considering the trial before us an opportunity from which we 
will someday rejoice, can seem like it’s going to take a miracle.  For me to look at this and 
rejoice at what you’re going to do through this…it’s going to take me a miracle God. So James 
says, ask God to help you to think, understand, and see as he does. Wisdom in the ancient 
world was never just head knowledge; it was always accompanied by right action.  So as we 
pray for wisdom, we're asking God help me to think right and act rightly in response. And James 
says if you ask in faith, he'll give it to you. 
 
I know we’ve got one more verse printed in your notes. We’re going to leave off here and next 
week Pastor Rick will pick up again at verse five, and we’ll continue through. Would you pray 
with me?   
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
  


