The Plain Truth #1

“The Plain Truth about Pain”

James 1:1-18

People today long for straight talk.


Unfortunately, what we usually end up with is an abundance of words with an absence of meaning. Much of what comes from our governmental leaders, our economic experts, the news media, and even many preachers is confusing doublespeak. If only someone would tell us the truth, straightforward and simple, so that we could understand.


If you feel that way, you’ll like the author of the New Testament letter of James.


Who is this man, “James,” who introduces himself in the opening verse? There are at least four prominent men of the New Testament with the name James (the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew “Jacob”), including two who were members of the twelve disciples of Jesus. However, nearly all scholars agree that this James was the half-brother of Jesus, who did not believe in Jesus until after the resurrection, and later became the recognized head of the Jerusalem church. He is mentioned in Acts 15 as the presiding head of the Jerusalem Council, and later Paul listed him among the leaders of the church.


Though he could have described himself as “the brother of Jesus Christ,” James describes himself as “a slave of God and of Jesus Christ,” which implies three things: absolute obedience, absolute humility, and absolute loyalty.
 Looking at his writing style, we might add to that list absolute honesty and clarity. James says what he means and he means what he says!

The second half of verse one announces the audience of this letter: “To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations.”  Certainly the designation “the twelve tribes” normally speak of the twelve tribes of Israel, or the Jews. The description “scattered among the nations” comes from the Greek word diaspora, meaning “dispersion,” which happened when Israel fell to the Assyrians and Judah fell to the Babylonians, and the Israelites were scattered around the Mediterranean world. So it may appear at first glance that James’ letter is intended for a Jewish audience.

However, James describes his readers as “believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” (James 2:1) and as “brothers” at least sixteen times,
 so he is not referring to all Jews, but in fact Christian Jews. Some scholars have concluded that the recipients were the members of the Jerusalem church who had been driven out of Jerusalem at the time of  the martyrdom of Stephen (Acts 8:1, 4) and later James, the brother of John (Acts 11:19–20). If this identification is correct, James had formerly been their spiritual leader. As such, he would have written to them with rightful spiritual authority and with full knowledge of their needs.
 This has led some preachers and teachers today to suggest that James is not meant for the Gentile Christians, either in James’ day or in ours.

There is a technical theological term for this kind of teaching: hogwash. Don’t let anyone tell you that part of the Bible is for you and other parts are not. When Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is God-breathed and useful…” he meant it. All means all! 
Furthermore, there is a better way of understanding this phrase in its context. I discovered several authorities who agree with this principle, but I like best the way Alec Motyer put it:

Who are these twelve tribes? To answer this question we must follow another line—the straight line from the Old Testament into the New. Our Lord Jesus chose out twelve apostles (Mk. 3:13–14) and looked forward to the day of his own glory when they would sit on twelve thrones ruling the twelve tribes of Israel (Mt. 19:28). In doing this he was not creating a ‘new’ Israel (either alongside or replacing an ‘old’ Israel); he was leading the Israel of the Old Covenant on into its full, intended reality as the Israel of the New Covenant, the apostolic people of our Lord Jesus Christ, those whom Paul calls ‘the Israel of God’ (Gal. 6:16). In a word, ‘Israel’ is the name of the people of Jesus; it is the true and inalienable title of his church. Because of this Paul teaches that Christians are children of Abraham (Gal. 3:7) and that Abraham is our father (Rom. 4:11, 16). He does not qualify this relationship by saying, for example, that we can think of ourselves as if we were children of Abraham, or that we might find it helpful to draw an analogy between ourselves and those who are Abraham’s children, or anything like that. He asserts a fact: those who have put their faith in Jesus for salvation are Abraham’s children and the Israel of God.
 

In other words, James—and the Bible as a whole—was written to all believers of all ages, and is thus worthy of our consideration.

So what does the letter of James say to us? Let’s consider it in light of the message of Scripture as a whole. The Bible dwells mainly on two themes—the way to God and the walk with God. To the sinner it says: Here’s the way to God. To the saint it says: Here’s the walk with God. The book of James deals with the walk with God. It’s addressed to the one who has found the way, and deals with his walk.


The distinctive characteristic of the letter is James’ emphasis on the necessity of moral behavior in the Christian life.
 As Chuck Swindoll summarizes it, “If you say that you believe like you should, then why do you behave like you shouldn’t?” That’s the question all the way through James.

And James wastes no words nor pulls any punches. He tells the plain truth in plain language—and it might not be a bad idea to wear steel-toed boots when reading it!

In these opening verses of chapter one, James gives us the plain truth about pain. Verse two states, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds.” You won’t find the word “pain” in these initial lines of the letter, but various translations render as “trials”, “troubles”, “problems”, and “temptations.” Peter uses the same word in 1 Peter 4:12, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you” [emphasis added]. Pain is a part of life, as Swindoll comments,

Much of life’s music is played in a minor key. Hurts, heartaches, pain, problems, disappointments, sickness, suffering, disease, and death pile upon us—and won’t go away. This creates within us questions regarding God’s justice and life’s purpose. Philosophers have attempted to interpret this heavy scene, but have failed to bring any measure of relief to man’s misery. Entertainment may temporarily dull the edge, but offers no permanent answers. Education, travel, occupation, and even overt acts of kindness provide little help when we are overwhelmed by troubles.

By placing trials in this position of prominence in the letter, James suggests that the tough times the believers were facing were a key reason for his writing to them.﻿
 The problem is that many think that the true Christian life should be trouble-free, when in fact the Christian life is meant to be triumphant rather than trouble-free.

Perhaps you have seen the bumper sticker that reads: “When life hands you a lemon, make lemonade!” (Recently I saw a revision of that statement: “When life hands you a lemon, throw it back and demand chocolate!”) It is easier to smile at that statement than to practice it, but the basic philosophy is sound. In fact, it is biblical. Throughout the Bible are people who turned defeat into victory and trial into triumph. Instead of being victims, they became victors. James tells us we can have this same experience today.
 

An Important Distinction


Before we get to the how of victory we must first understand the what. I believe we need to consider verses 2-18 as a unit, though often in commentaries or sermon series these verses are divided into two or even three separate passages. The NIV labels this section, “Trials and Temptations,” which is quite accurate, but how they are tied together is not as clear in English as it is in the original Greek. The word rendered “trials” in verses 2 and 12 and the word translated “tempted” in verse 13 both come from the same Greek root.
 That root has the basic meaning of trying, testing, or proving. The word itself is neutral and can have negative or positive connotations, depending on the context. In the verses two and twelve, James has in mind the idea of testing through trouble that is caused by any sort of hardship, problem, or difficulty, whereas the verb form of the word is rendered “﻿tempted﻿” in ﻿verse 13﻿, where the idea is clearly that of solicitation to evil.
 These two concepts are connected, but an important distinction between them must be maintained.

The first concept is testing, such as the process of refining metals. In verses 2-12, James mentions three tasks these tests perform: testing proves our faith to be real, testing purifies our faith from impurities, and testing perfects our faith making it strong and mature. Rick Warren comments,

Life on earth is a Test. This life metaphor is seen in stories throughout the Bible. God continually tests people’s character, faith, obedience, love, integrity, and loyalty. Words like trials, temptations, refining, and testing occur more than 200 times in the Bible. God tested Abraham by asking him to offer his son Isaac. God tested Jacob when he had to work extra years to earn Rachel as his wife…

Character is both developed and revealed by tests, and all of life is a test. You are always being tested. God constantly watches your response to people, problems, success, conflict, illness, disappointment, and even the weather! He even watches the simplest actions such as when you open a door for others, when you pick up a piece of trash, or when you’re polite toward a clerk or waitress. 

We don’t know all the tests God will give you, but we can predict some of them, based on the Bible. 

You will be tested by major changes, delayed promises, impossible problems, unanswered prayers, undeserved criticism, and even senseless tragedies. In my own life I have noticed that God tests my faith through problems, tests my hope by how I handle possessions, and tests my love through people…

When you understand that life is a test, you realize that nothing is insignificant in your life. Even the smallest incident has significance for your character development. Every day is an important day, and every second is a growth opportunity to deepen your character, to demonstrate love, or to depend on God. Some tests seem overwhelming, while others you don’t even notice. But all of them have eternal implications… 

Every problem is a character-building opportunity, and the more difficult it is, the greater the potential for building spiritual muscle and moral fiber. Paul said, “We know that these troubles produce patience. And patience produces character” [Rom. 5:3-4 ncv]. What happens outwardly in your life is not as important as what happens inside you. Your circumstances are temporary, but your character will last forever…

Character is both developed and revealed by tests, and all of life is a test.

How, then, should we respond to life’s tests? Consider J. B. Phillips’ paraphrase of verse two, “When all kinds of trials and temptations crowd into your lives, my brothers, don’t resent them as intruders, but welcome them as friends!” The test itself may not be pleasant, but the end result is that our faith is proven, purified, and perfected. Verse twelve promises that if we pass this test, we will be rewarded by God.


Then the focus shifts in verse 13 to temptations to do wrong. The plain truth about pain is that sometimes the trials are tests on the outside, and sometimes they are temptations on the inside. Trials may be tests sent by God, or they may be temptations sent by Satan and encouraged by our own fallen nature.
 God clearly “tested” people in the Bible, but he never tempted them in the sense that is implied here: seeking for them to fail instead of persevere. Scripture distinguishes between God’s motives in testing people (in love, seeking their good) and Satan’s motives in testing them (to make them fall).
 God always tests us to bring out the best; Satan tempts us to bring out the worst.

We may ask, “Why did James connect the two? What is the relationship between testings without and temptations within?” Simply this: if we are not careful, the testings on the outside may become temptations on the inside. When our circumstances are difficult, we may find ourselves complaining against God, questioning His love, and resisting His will. At this point, Satan provides us with an opportunity to escape the difficulty. This opportunity is a temptation.
 This is precisely what Israel did in the wilderness; they complained that it was God’s fault and blamed him (Exo. 17:2, 7). In fact, they did this ten times (Num. 14:22). The believers James was writing to are not to do this, he says, because first, “God ought not to be put to the test by sinful people!” (which is another way of rendering the phrase “God cannot be tempted by evil.”)


James gives us the plain truth about temptation in verses 14-15, 

…but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.

James tells us, “Don’t blame God when you find yourself neck deep in sin. Look in a mirror!” No matter what excuses we make, we have no one to blame for sin but ourselves. Our own desires lead us into temptation and sin. God is not to blame.


Notice, too, that sin is not merely a spontaneous act, but the result of a process. The Greek words for “has conceived” and “gives birth” gives a graphic illustration of this progression.
 In his work, Temptation, Dietrich Bonhoeffer vividly portrays this scene:

In our members there is a slumbering inclination towards desire which is both sudden and fierce. With irresistible power, desire seizes mastery over the flesh. All at once a secret, smouldering fire is kindled. The flesh burns and is in flames. It makes no difference whether it is sexual desire or ambition or vanity or desire for revenge or love of fame and power or greed for money… At this moment God is quite unreal to us. He loses all reality, and only desire for the creature is real… The powers of clear discrimination and of deci​sion are taken from us.

Isn’t that true? At the moment of temptation, in the heat of the passion, “God is quite unreal to us.” He seems a million miles away. We don’t think about God, our family, our friends, our career, our reputation, our testimony to others…all we can think about is that sin that looks and sounds and feels so good at the moment, and once we give in it feels so bad.


Now let’s be clear here: There is no guilt in being tempted. It is not the bait that constitutes sin—it’s the bite!
 Jesus Himself was tempted to sin—many times—but He never gave in to temptation. We will be lured toward sin in many ways at various times of our lives, but it is only when we give in that we incur guilt.
An Imperative Dynamic


So how do we handle these tests and temptations that occur all the time? James provides an imperative dynamic in verses 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 he does.


In short, we need wisdom to handle the problem of pain in our lives, both tests of our faith and temptations to sin. In fact, the so-called “Serenity Prayer” gives us a good model, if I might change a few words: “God grant me the serenity to persevere under trial; the courage to resist temptation; and the wisdom to know the difference.”


What is meant here by wisdom? I like how the Woman’s Study Bible defines it:

Wisdom is the process of discernment in which choices are weighed and alternatives judged. For the godly person, choices are always to be made in keeping with God’s purposes and desires.
 

James promises that when we ask God for such wisdom, He will gladly give it to us, without strings attached. But there is one condition. We must “believe and not doubt.” Such a person James calls “double-minded,” and he states clearly that such a one “should not think he will receive anything from the Lord.” In the Greek, this person is “double-souled”—divided at the very root of his being, a spiritual schizophrenic. What James criticizes here is not one who has occasional doubts about his faith, or lapses into sin now and again. Rather, James castigates the person who is basically insincere in seeking for things like wisdom from God; the person who is seeking to serve two different masters at the same time.
 When I read “double-minded,” I think of the word “two-faced”! The word suggests, then, not so much intellectual doubt as a basic conflict in loyalties.
 

An Impressive Disposition 


When we gain such wisdom from God to deal with the inevitable problem of pain—whether tests on the outside or temptations on the inside—we will exhibit an impressive disposition. We’ve already touched on this briefly, but let’s return to verse two, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds.”

You might react, “Are you kidding? I’m supposed to find joy in pain?” Well, this is not natural or easy. In fact, the Greek word for “count” in verse two may also be translated “consider” or “evaluate.” The natural human response to trials is not to rejoice; therefore the believer must make a conscious commitment to face them with joy.


Furthermore, the Christian is to be joyful in pain not because of pain.
 There is nothing joyful about trials, in and of themselves. There is no value in suffering for its own sake. God uses both trials and suffering to test our faith, so that we may learn to patiently endure.
 I like how John White puts it,

In suffering, then, I give thanks. I give thanks not for the suffering—God is not training me in masochism—but in it. I thank him that his grace is sufficient. I thank him that he is well able to deliver me and that in his own time he will. I thank him that he can turn the suffering to serve his own purposes in my life. I thank him that because Jesus, as a human, suffered more than I ever will, God understands how I feel from personal experience.

You see, James recommends “thankful joy” rather than “dull resignation.” James is not suggesting that we be silly optimists. “Count it all joy” is not the trite response of shallow superficiality, but the honest assessment of the trusting soul.


Is James unrealistic here? Consider the impressive disposition of Fanny Crosby, the blind yet gifted hymn-writer who wrote these lines as a girl of eight: 
O what a happy soul am I

Although I cannot see;

I am resolved that in this world

Contented I will be.

How many blessings I enjoy

That other people don’t.

To weep and sigh because I’m blind

I cannot and I won’t.


James gives us the plain truth when it comes to pain. It’s going to happen to all of us—notice verse two says “when you face trials” and not “if you face trials.” We need to make an important distinction between the tests that strengthen our faith and temptations that try to derail our faith. We need to ask for the imperative dynamic of God’s wisdom to see life from His eternal perspective, to see how He wants to shape us and strengthen us. And when we do, we can display an impressive disposition of joy, knowing that God is at work in our lives.


Charles Stanley gives an apt analogy I’d like to conclude with this morning.

Dealing with adversity is like preparing for surgery. By putting our faith in what the doctor has said, we believe we will be better off if we have the surgery. But that does not make it any less painful. By submitting to the hand of a surgeon, we are saying that our ultimate goal is health, even at the cost of pain. Adversity is the same way. It is a means to an end. It is God’s tool for the advancement of our spiritual lives.


Do you want to mature in your Christian life? Do you want to become more like Christ? You will encounter “growing pains” along the way. Instead of whining and complaining about them, remember the end result and “count it all joy.”
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