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“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 book of James is an epistle, written by James, who biblical scholars assume was James the brother of Jesus, although, as we shall see, he never identifies himself as such. Unlike the epistles of the Apostle Paul, James does not direct his letter to any particular person or church. Thus, it has been called a “general epistle” because it is directed at believers in general. 

James probably wrote this letter in the very early part of church history, while the church was mostly composed of Jewish believers. It may have been written shortly after the martyrdom of Stephen, which resulted in, according to Acts 8:1, a great persecution and a scattering of all believers except the apostles. In fact, James addresses his letter to “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations.” James wrote his letter as an expression of his shepherd’s heart for the Jewish believers, scattered by persecution, but scattered by the divine hand of God. 

James pays a lot of attention to the works of the man of faith, and is sometimes misinterpreted as saying that we are saved by works as well as faith. This is not what James means, as we will see. Rather, James says that our works are a by-product of our faith. 

In chapter one of the letter, James speaks of the trials of the scattered believers and also gives them instruction on what to do with the word of God. We learn to persevere in our trials through the word of God, with the promise of the crown of life when we do. May God bless our study of James. 

PART I  Be Joyous and Persevering in Trials (1-18)

Let’s read verse 1. “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations: Greetings.” James starts his letter off much as Paul did—by proclaiming his servantship to God and His son Jesus Christ. In a sense, there is nothing surprising about this, until we remember that James was Jesus’ physical half-brother. They had the same mother, Mary. Why, then, did James not start his letter by saying, “James, brother of our Lord Jesus Christ, sends you greetings”? And if he didn’t want to identify himself as a brother of Jesus, he had many other credentials. He was one of the people that the Risen Jesus appeared to (1 Co 15:7). He was a leader of the young church. Paul in Galatians, called him a pillar of the church (Gal 2:9). He was also the leader of the Council of Jerusalem, according to Acts, which was responsible for making decisions which would make it much easier to convert Gentiles. Wouldn’t stating some of these things give his letter more authority? 

The answer is in how James saw himself. To James, he was nothing but a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus was not his brother anymore. When James did not believe in who Jesus was, Jesus could be a brother to him. So, he could give him advice on going to Jerusalem at the time of the festival and proving to the people who he was. But now, Jesus was now his Lord, and no less. Any brotherly ties they once shared were gone when Jesus was crucified and was raised from the dead. James was made into a new creation as a result. He was changed from an unbeliever and a half-brother of Jesus, to a servant of God and his Lord Jesus Christ, and a pillar of the church. We should learn from James. May God help me, that I may not be Joe Wert, associate professor of political science, but Joe Wert, servant of God and our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Verses 2-4 say, “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.” If in fact, this letter was written shortly after the martyrdom of Stephen, and this was what James was referring to with his remark about the twelve scattered tribes, then these believers were facing trials of many kinds. Forced out of their homeland because of their faith in Jesus Christ, they had to make their homes in many other nations. Those who remained behind were mercilessly persecuted. Believers were in much danger of being arrested and, as was Stephen, stoned. Even if it was not this event being referred to here, Jesus’ people have always gone through many trials. What these verses refer to are trials that come from outside, not inner struggle, as he will mention soon. Even today, Christians all over the world are persecuted for their faith. 

It is amazing that James tells us to face our trials with “pure joy”. What is the pure joy we are to have in our trials? It is the joy that the apostles felt in Acts chapter 5, after they were flogged for their faith in Jesus. They rejoiced in their sufferings because they knew they had been counted as worthy of suffering for Jesus’ name. The pure joy is not a stoic endurance of pain, nor is it masochism. The pure joy is knowing that in the midst of our trials, Jesus is there with us.  It is the knowing that Jesus has found us worthy of suffering for his name’s sake.

But how can we have this joy in our suffering? Who can find joy in suffering? Rather, we complain or we become bitter and fatalistic when we endure suffering. If our suffering is being caused by another person, we want to get even  with that person and to inflict suffering on them. We become consumed with the idea of getting out of our suffering. The last thing we are thinking about is joy. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil things 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.” (Mt 5:11,12). We can know this pure joy in our trials when we remember Jesus’ words here. When we hold on to this life, we can only be sorrowful in our trials. When we look ahead to our promised reward, that is, when we look to Jesus, who suffered and died on the cross, and who promises us a reward in heaven, then we know the pure joy in our trials.

But why should we consider it as pure joy when we go through trials of many kinds? Because we know that when our faith is tested in our trials, we grow in perseverance. Perseverance is defined as “determination to keep trying to achieve something in spite of difficulties.” Thus trials that test our faith are good for us. God puts us through trials for our own good, that we may grow in determination to overcome our trials.  But there is more to it than just becoming a stubborn, determined person. One of my professors once complimented me on my perseverance in my PhD studies, even after so many failures. But we should go farther than this. Look at verse 4. “Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.” God wants us to grow beyond perseverance to be a mature and complete Christian. God’s ultimate goal in our trials, then, is to grow us as His servants, so that we lack nothing in order to serve Him. 

Look at 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.”  What is the wisdom James speaks of here? Given its location in the passage, the wisdom must be spiritual discernment that enables us to go through our trials with pure joy. This discernment does not come from within us, but from God Himself. What should we do then, when we face trials? Put up a brave face and pretend it doesn’t hurt? Not at all! Rather, we should pray—pray for God to give us wisdom to go through the trials with perseverance, knowing He is growing us as His servants in the process. And we are given the assurance that when we ask for this wisdom, God will grant it. Note that God does not give us clever wisdom to get out of, or to keep form experiencing, trials and hardships. Rather, when we pray and believe, God gives us the wisdom to know that He is with us in our trials and that He is growing us as His servants. 

In verses 9-11, James talks of two kinds of believers, those of humble circumstances and those who are rich. Verses 9 and 10 say, “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.” Since these verses are placed in the midst of James’ discussion of trials, we may assume that James was talking about trials here too. The believers who suffers the trial of poverty is to take pride in his high position as a believer. The wealthy Christian should take pride in the trials that bring him low, perhaps even the loss of his wealth. Why is this? Because whoever goes through trials that test the faith of a believer is blessed with the crown of life. As verse 12 says, “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.” It is easy to get discouraged when we go through trials. We have been discouraged with having few or no Bible students. Michael has decided to keep studying the Bible, but to not come to Sunday worship service. He sees no difference in watching televangelists on TV with his parents and in going to church. This is discouraging. But James teaches me here that I am going through trials and that I can rejoice in my trials. I believe that through this, God is preparing me as a mature and complete servant of God, not lacking in anything. Let us rejoice in our trials, knowing that through them, God is working in us, equipping us with everything we need, and preparing us to receive the crown of life. 

PART II The Source of Temptation (13-18) 

Verses 2-12 deal with trials coming from outside. Verses 13-18 deal with our inner struggle with sin. As with the previous trials, James encourages believers to know that those who persevere in them, God will reward. Verses 13-15 say, “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged down and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.” It is easy, even for a Christian to blame temptation on God. God makes a wonderful scapegoat for our sin. But we should know that God hates sin. He never tempts us to sin, for God wants us to have life, and sin leads always to death. Note that this is different from the trials James talked about earlier. Putting us through trials and tempting us to sin are two very different things. When we are tempted to sin, we should know it is nothing but our own sinful desire at work. 

Verses 16-18 say, “Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers. Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.”  God cannot be conceived as the author of anything that is evil. Rather he is the Father and source of every good and perfect thing. God’s purpose is for us to be regenerated through the word of truth, the gospel. The birth James speaks of here is the process of being born again that Jesus told Nichodemus of in John chapter 3. He did this by His own choice, through His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. He is the one we should fix our eyes on when we go through our trials. He will be with us and help us to grow through them in order to be awarded with the crown of life. 

PART III Listen and Do (19-27)

In these verses, James encourages believers to come to know the word of God, which is what gives us the regeneration, and to act on it as well. Let’s read verses 19 and 20. “My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.” We should be ready to hear and consider what God’s word teaches. In my classes, many students are quick to speak about what they think they know before they consider what is being taught them. They get off track and don’t learn anything that way. We don’t learn by talking about what we think we know. We learn by listening to the word of God. So, we should be quicker to listen to God’s word than to espouse what we think ourselves. That way, we can really learn what God’s word is. Likewise, believers should be slow to anger. In his commentaries, Matthew Henry says, “…the anger of man stands opposed to the righteousness of God.” God wants us to have a righteous life. Anger is not godly or righteous. Thus, James cautions against it.

What then, should we do? Verse 21 says, “Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.” What James is talking about here is simply repentance. How can we hope to get rid of all the moral filth built up in our hearts? Genesis tells us that the hearts of men think of nothing but sin all the time. Yet James tells us that if we are to humbly accept God’s word we must get rid of it. “Get rid of all moral filth…” Nothing short of coming to God with circumcised hearts, repenting whole-heartedly all the time will do. The last four words of verse 21 tell us this is a life or death matter. Let’s read verse 21. “Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.”
James goes on in verse 22, “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” If we only hear the word of God, no matter how closely we listen, it does not have effect. If we think we are saved because we sit in church and listen to the sermon, and do nothing else, we are deceiving ourselves. We are like “a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.” (23,24). The act of looking in the mirror, while maybe bringing some temporary pleasure, has done no good, because he has immediately forgotten what he looks like. Likewise, when we only hear the word and do nothing with it, we soon forget and we backslide. Our just sitting and listening has done no good whatsoever.

However, “the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does.” I tell my students in my classes that there are all kinds of students by educators that found that when students actively participate in their own education, by engaging in class discussion and not just passively taking notes learn the material better and retain it longer. Bible study is the same way. In other words, we not only need to hear the word of God continually—to study the Bible diligently; we also need to put what we learn into practice. We need to live as Christians, not just listen as Christians. 

Verses 26 and 27 say, “If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless. Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.” The Pharisees and teachers of the law were rebuked by Jesus for their hypocrisy. They all knew the word of God by heart. They could recite the Scriptures in their sleep. But Jesus rebuked them because they were deceiving themselves with their worthless religion. They didn’t use the word of God. They didn’t take care of widows and orphans and they were polluted by the world. The religion God wants is a religion that takes the word and puts it into practice. Jesus commanded us to love. Do we please God simply because we know Jesus commanded this and we can perhaps even point to the verse he said this in? Not at all! We please God when we take Jesus’ command and put it into practice—and learn to love others. 

In this passage, we learned two things: first, that we should remember that God sends us trials in order for us to grow as His servants; and second, we learn to put God’s word into practice. May God bless us to grow in this kind of faith as we study the book of James.

