The Plain Truth #9

“The Plain Truth about Patience”

James 5:7-12

In all my years as a Christian and as a minister, there is one prayer request I have never heard—not in a worship service, not at Wednesday night prayer meeting, not in a small group Bible study or even a one-on-one conversation. I’m sure I’ve heard hundreds of prayer requests, but never this one: “Lord, give me problems in my life.”

Now I’ve heard a prayer request that might as well ask for this very thing, but it sounds like this: “Lord, give me patience in my life.” That’s one I’ve heard many times. Probably prayed it myself a time or two. But I’m not sure we really mean what we say.

Patience is a virtue everyone wants but few are willing to pay the price to get it.


Just as those who wish to build muscles must work out in order to gain strength, so those who wish to build patience must endure hardship in order to obtain it. There is simply no other way. God doesn’t give us patience; He gives us opportunities to develop patience. And those opportunities have a name: problems.

In our study of the book of James we have encountered many references to the difficulties we face. Right from the start James tackles the troubles we experience:

Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything (James 1:2-4).

Then in verse 12 he adds, “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.” Now, as he begins to conclude his letter, James returns to this same theme.

Be patient, then, brothers, until the Lord’s coming. See how the farmer waits for the land to yield its valuable crop and how patient he is for the autumn and spring rains. You too, be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near. Don’t grumble against each other, brothers, or you will be judged. The Judge is standing at the door! 
Brothers, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. As you know, we consider blessed those who have persevered. You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen what the Lord finally brought about. The Lord is full of compassion and mercy. 

Above all, my brothers, do not swear—not by heaven or by earth or by anything else. Let your “Yes” be yes, and your “No,” no, or you will be condemned (James 5:7-12).


In the plain truth about patience, James points out the unavoidable problems we experience in life, the unbreakable promise we embrace, and the unbending perseverance we exercise.

The Unavoidable Problems We Experience


Throughout this letter James addresses the unavoidable problems we experience. In the second verse of the first chapter, he writes, “whenever you face trials of many kinds.” He doesn’t write, “if you face trials,” we writes “whenever.” James is telling us, “The Christian life will have problems—face it. The goal is not to avoid the problems but to allow them to work in our lives, developing the kind of character God wants us to have.”


James is not alone in describing the inevitable difficulties we encounter. Jesus said to His disciples, “In this world you will have trouble” (John 16:33). Paul and Barnabas told their new converts, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). Peter adds, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you” (1 Peter 4:12).


Where do these problems come from? Sometimes we face opposition from Satan and his demons directly. Sometimes the difficulties come from people outside the Kingdom of God who cannot understand where we are coming from, and who feel threatened by our behavior and our beliefs (or who, like those referred to in the first six verses of this chapter, do all they can to manipulate others to get what they want). Sadly, sometimes we are put to the test by people inside the Kingdom who, for whatever reason, would rather challenge us than cooperate with us. At times, we face problems like disease, disability, or disaster, simply because we are sin-cursed beings in a sin-cursed world. Then there are those instances when we are our own worst enemy, causing our own difficulties by poor choices or the lack of initiative when we needed to act.


When we do face difficulties in our lives, the first temptation may be to ask, “What did I do to deserve this?” That’s not a bad question, for if we are the cause of the problem, we may be able to do something about it. But if we ask that question and honestly cannot come up with a self-inflicted cause for our problem, let it go. Don’t allow yourself—or some 21st century equivalent of Job’s friends—to convince you that somehow you are to blame for every trial you encounter. Problems are bad enough without dealing with false guilt at the same time.

The Unbreakable Promise We Embrace


Fortunately James does not end with the unavoidable problems we experience. That would be a sour message, indeed. Instead he points out the unbreakable promise we embrace. As one author puts it, “If the outlook is dark, try the uplook.”
 


James identifies this unbreakable promise in verses 7 and 8: the Lord is coming back. Throughout Scripture this promise echoes to us. The Old Testament prophets foretold of the Day of the Lord. Jesus made numerous promises of His triumphant return throughout the Gospels, and this is repeated through the rest of the New Testament. The final chapter of the book of Revelation, which points toward the culmination of human history with the return of Jesus, reiterates the message of our Lord three times, “I am coming soon.” 

Some people think that James (and the other New Testament authors) must have been wrong to think that Jesus’ return was “near”; two thousand years have gone by since then. But when the New Testament speaks of the nearness of the Lord’s return, it does not mean that it has to take place within a short period of time. What is meant is that it could take place within a short period of time, and when it does happen, it will happen suddenly. Every generation of believers lives in the eager expectancy of that return.


James points out three aspects of this promise that applies to the problems we face. First, the Lord’s coming promises rescue for the enduring. Many of the first-century Christians—including those to whom James is writing these words—dealt with problems and persecution because they were followers of Jesus. But they looked forward to divine deliverance. Paul wrote at the end of his life, “The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack and will bring me safely to his heavenly kingdom” (2 Timothy 4:14). Peter penned these words of encouragement: “the Lord knows how to rescue godly men from trials” (2 Peter 2:9).


Second, the Lord’s coming promises recompense for the evil. This theme dominates the Old Testament teaching regarding “the Day of the Lord.” God is the ultimate Judge, and in the end He will repay everyone for their deeds. Peter writes concerning false teachers, “They will be paid back with harm for the harm they have done” (2 Peter 2:13). James warned the oppressive rich about the Lord’s judgment in the opening verses of chapter five, and in this text he even warns Christians against grumbling against each other because “the Judge is standing at the door!” What this means for us is that we can leave the paybacks with God. Paul writes in Romans 12, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil.  Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord” (vv. 17, 19).


Third, the Lord’s coming promises rewards for the expectant. Not only will the sinners be paid for the evil they commit, but the righteous will be rewarded for their service for Christ. In one of the three references in Revelation 22 regarding the Lord’s return Jesus says, “Behold, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done” (Revelation 22:12-13). Several different “crowns” are mentioned in the New Testament, including the “crown of life” (James 1:12), the “victor’s crown” (2 Timothy 2:5), the “crown of righteousness” (2 Timothy 4:8), and the “crown of glory” (1 Peter 5:4). As A. B. Simpson graphically writes,

That blessed hope, the glorious appearing of the Lord Jesus, has many precious applications in the Scriptures, but none is more precious than its application to the practical duties and trials of our common life. It is not only a theme for the theologian to discuss, the poet to sing, and the saint to dream of, but it is a weapon for life’s warfare, a staff for life’s journey, a comfort for life’s every trial, something for the housewife amid the poverty of her home, something for the laborer under the scorching sun of the harvest field, something for the workman robbed of his wages and tempted to fight for his rights, something better than our modern socialism, than our heated politics, than our Utopian dreams—a living hope for living and dying men, and a practical remedy for all earth’s wrongs and sorrows.

The Unbending Perseverance We Exercise


Based on the unavoidable problems we experience and the unbreakable promise we embrace, James concludes with the unbending perseverance we exercise. It is as simple as A + B = C. Because the first two propositions are true, this third statement is the logical outgrowth. Since we are going to experience problems, and since we can embrace the promise of Christ’s return, therefore we ought to exercise perseverance and patience now.


In verses 7 and 8 we see the encouragement to patient steadfastness. Twice James says, “Be patient.” But he uses a different Greek word here than he did in the opening chapter. Here in chapter five, James uses a word the refers to patiently enduring difficult people, while in chapter one the word refers to patiently enduring difficult circumstances. Both are essential; patience with people is just as important as patience in difficult circumstances.
 As previously mentioned, sometimes these difficult people are outside the church family while other times they are from within. We are called to be patient toward both outsiders who oppress us and insiders who irritate us.


There is another area where impatience can be a problem, as Warren Wiersbe points out,

Satan wants us to get impatient with God, for an impatient Christian is a powerful weapon in the devil’s hands. You will recall…that Moses’ impatience robbed him of a trip to the Holy Land; Abraham’s impatience led to the birth of Ishmael, the enemy of the Jews; and Peter’s impatience almost made him a murderer. When Satan attacks us, it is easy for us to get impatient and run ahead of God and lose God’s blessing as a result.

What exactly do we mean by patience? Patience sums up the attitude of the person who is willing to await events rather than trying to force them. In our spiritual lives it involves being ready to wait for God to act and intervene with His own time and way.
 

This does not mean, however, that patience is sitting around doing nothing. One problem we have with patience is that it always appears to us to be passive, and we are usually activists. We suppose that if a person is to exercise patience, he has to sit quietly, hold his tongue, wait and trust that some day he will be vindicated. That is not entirely true.
 When James encourages us to “stand firm,” he uses a term that means “to strengthen” or “to be resolved.”
 While we patiently wait for God to work out His will in His way, we are to strengthen our faith through prayer, Bible study, obedience, and fellowship with other Christians. In other words, don’t settle for spiritual weakness—do something about it! Don’t whine about your weakness…work on getting stronger!

James points to the example of prior saints in verses 10-11. Job is mentioned as a model for the perseverance James is talking about. Interestingly, Job is remembered—not for being healthy, wealthy, and wise—but for his he​roic level of endurance after losing everything.
 William Barclay writes,
We generally speak of the patience of Job which is the word the Authorized Version uses. But patience is far too passive a word. There is a sense in which Job was anything but patient. As we read the tremendous drama of his life we see him passionately resenting what has come upon him, passionately questioning the conventional arguments of his so-called friends, passionately agonizing over the terrible thought that God might have forsaken him. Few men have spoken such passionate words as he did; but the great fact about him is that in spite of all the agonizing questionings which tore at his heart, he never lost his faith in God… His is no unquestioning submission; he struggled and questioned, and sometimes even defied, but the flame of his faith was never extinguished. The word used of him is that great New Testament word hupomonē, which describes, not a passive patience, but that gallant spirit which can breast the tides of doubt and sorrow and disaster and come out with faith still stronger on the other side. There may be a faith which never complained or questioned; but still greater is the faith which was tortured by questions and still believed.


Job’s story is not a pleasant one to read—it has never been one of my favorites—but it is very real. Anyone who has been through the unavoidable problems of life can relate to the emotions expressed by Job. Yet twice we read, “In all this, Job did not sin by charging God with wrongdoing” (Job 1:22); and “In all this, Job did not sin in what he said” (Job 2:10).


James also points to the prophets of the Old Testament prophets who suffered rejection, mocking, beatings, imprisonment, and at times even death for proclaiming the word of the Lord. Elijah and Elisha constantly faced opposition and problems. Jeremiah suffered all of the above (except martyrdom) in his years of ministry. According to Jewish history, Isaiah—who was in his eighties at the time—was placed in a hollowed out log and then the log was sawed in half. Yet they all remained faithful to the Lord. Warren Wiersbe recommends,

This example that James used from the Old Testament prophets ought to encourage us to spend more time in the Bible, getting acquainted with these heroes of faith. “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Rom. 15:4). The better we know the Bible, the more God can encourage us in the difficult experiences of life.
 


Finally, we read the exhortation against problematic speech in verses nine and twelve. Some commentators wonder if verse twelve should even be considered as part of this text, but it does make sense in James’ teaching about perseverance. 


Verse nine refers to grumbling against each other. During times of persecution and distress, it is not uncommon for the victims to turn against one another.
 Grumbling is a com​mon human feeling. It is never more prevalent than when things are difficult in some way or other. Grumbling is a way of releasing some of our bad feel​ings. People may even argue that they feel better after a good grumble! But grumbling is a form of judg​ing. When we grumble, we are declaring that some​one has either not done something that he ought to have done, or that he has done something wrong. When we grumble, therefore, we judge.
 And whenever we judge another believer, four things instantly happen: we lose fellowship with God, we expose our own pride and insecurity, we set ourselves up to be judged by God, and we harm the fellowship of the church. A critical spirit is a costly vice.
 Not only that, but we play into the enemy’s hands, as Rick Warren points out,

The Bible calls Satan “the accuser of our brothers” (Rev. 12:10). It’s the Devil’s job to blame, complain, and criticize members of God’s family. Anytime we do the same, we’re being duped into doing Satan’s work for him.

The same is true of verse twelve, where James warns against swearing. This is not merely cursing, but also invoking the name of God or anything else to enhance our speech unnecessarily. So often when we are going through tough times we want to talk…and sometimes embellish! We need to keep our speech simple and straightforward. 

We will never have a stronger testimony to others then when we are going through life’s difficulties. Anyone can be a good Christian when things are going their way…wasn’t that Satan’s whole argument with God in Job 1-2? But when things are going our way, when life is not fair and does not make sense, how is our faith then? 

When we find ourselves surrounded by the unavoidable problems we experience, what are we to do? First, we need to embrace the unbreakable promise of Christ’s return and the assurance that He will right every wrong and abolish all suffering. Second, we must allow God to work out His will in His way. While this is taking place, we need to strengthen ourselves through spending time in God’s Word, God’s presence, and with God’s people. Through the Scriptures we learn of real men and women who have endured life’s problems with their faith intact. With that encouragement we can exercise the unbending perseverance necessary to survive—and thrive—in the Christian life.

Patience is a tremendous virtue that we all need (and some of us need more than others!) We might be tempted to pray for patience, but we need to be careful what we ask for. Patience does not come on its own, but only through problems that will either build or break our faith. 
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