Joyful Trials – James 1:2-4
Biblical Paradoxy #5


Dr. Rosailes owned a coffee company in France in 1903.  His company was very respected because he was extremely particular about the coffee he bought.  He had personally scouted the best coffee plantations and had chosen a specific location in South America to import his coffee from.  But this particular cargo was having some difficulties.  The captain of the ship carrying the coffee had sailed right into a turbulent storm.  The experience of the captain proved to be valuable as he brought his coffee cargo through the storm safely.  But upon the ship’s arrival in France, Dr. Rosailes found some disappointing news.  You see, this coffee cargo had been an extremely large one.  There had been too much coffee to store it all in the belly of the ship, so some of the coffee had been bound on the deck in large bails.  When Dr. Rosailes examined his coffee cargo, he found that all of the coffee stored in the heart of the ship was just fine, but the coffee that had been strapped on the deck had been sprayed with ocean water during the storm.  It just wouldn’t meet the owner’s stringent standards.  Of course Rosailes was disappointed, but he decided to make the best out of a bad situation.  Rosailes had been working for years trying to discover a process whereby he could remove caffeine from coffee.  But to this point, all of his research had been in vain.  Every attempt to decaffeinate coffee had failed.  Now he decided that he would take this coffee that had been ruined by the saltwater and use it in his research.  That way at least it wouldn’t be wasted.    As Dr. Rosailes began to experiment with the coffee that had been soaked with the salt water, he made an amazing discovery.  Suddenly, the caffeine began to be easily removed.  The salt from the ocean water turned out to be the key in the decaffeinating process.  Dr. Rosailes decided to name the new coffee by abbreviating the French words for no caffeine.  He called his new decaffeinated coffee Sanka.

It happens quite often in life that significant advances have come as a result of some trial or difficulty.  The situation has appeared to be most discouraging.  But then out of the apparent tragedy light appears.  A new discovery or advance comes forth out of the trial.

Now this shouldn’t surprise a Christian.  For the one who has trusted in the Lord Jesus Christ as personal Savior knows a God who delights in bringing beauty out of ashes.  In fact, God has promised to cause all things to work together for good in the lives of those who love Him.  


This confidence lead the Apostle James to begin his epistle with a remarkable command.  Listen to the first 2 verses of James’ epistle:

JAS 1:1 James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,

    To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations:

    Greetings.

    JAS 1:2 Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds,

Now we must remember that these early Jewish Christians who were scattered throughout the Roman Empire outside of Palestine were between a rock and a hard place.  On the one hand, they mistreated by the Gentiles who were native to the countries they were living in.  They were immigrants.  Because we have so many immigrants in our country, we often forget that in most countries of the world, immigrants are not welcomed by the native population.  They are resented as intruders.  Certainly this was the case with these Jewish people in the 1st century who were scattered through the Roman Empire.  But these early Jewish believers were also ostracized from their own Jewish people as traitors to Judaism.  The vast majority of Jews who had rejected Jesus Christ as their Messiah felt that these early Christians were disavowing their Jewish roots.  So these early Jewish Christians were caught in the middle between the unbelieving Gentiles and Judaistic Jews.  They were receiving persecution from both sides.  And it was making the circumstances of their lives miserable.  They were ridiculed.  They were having trouble keeping their jobs.  Sometimes they were even physically persecuted and imprisoned.  Life was tough for these early Christians.

When they first opened this letter from the step brother of the Lord Jesus Christ himself, they probably expected some words of comfort and sympathy.  I understand your pain.  Life is often unfair and it’s just not right.  But if you just hang in there, God will reward you with a beautiful mansion in heaven someday.  Imagine their surprise when James opens his letter by giving them the command to consider it to be pure joy when they faced these difficult trials in their lives.


Now at this point we must remind ourselves that James is not speaking of temptations that come within from our sinful natures.  He will address these later in the chapter and will say that these are not from God.  God does not tempt His children with evil.  The evil desires that come from our sinful natures are not to be welcomed with open arms and joy for they can be very destructive in our lives in they are allowed to become sinful practices.  No, James in the first part of this chapter is speaking of outward circumstances that are outside of our control.  Many of the circumstances of our lives are not welcome to us.  We consider them to be intruders into our lives.  We resist them and even resent them.  But James says that we are to be joyful when we face trials.

Now why would James give such a seemingly unreasonable command?  It certainly appears to be a paradox to us to think of joyful trials.  James would have known how strange this command would have looked to the eyes of his readers so he quickly gives the answer.  We are to consider it to be pure joy when trials come our ways not because they are easy or enjoyable but because of the fruit that trials produce in our lives.  Trials produce something in our lives that nothing else is able to.  This is the reason why God allows trials to come into our lives.  God is looking at the big picture.  God realizes that trials are necessary in the lives of His children so that they can become complete people.  Listen again to James’ words:
JAS 1:2 Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3 because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. 4 Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.


Trials are indispensable building blocks in the house of character that God is building with each one of his children.  Now trials aren’t the only building blocks.  James’ word here is not the final and complete answer for the building of character in our lives.  There are many other passages in the Bible that speak of building blocks in our house of character.  Peter, for instance, speaks of the importance of faith and goodness and knowledge and self-control and perseverance and godliness and brotherly kindness and love in the building of our character.  He wrote in 2 Peter 1:5-8:
2PE 1:5 For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; 6 and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; 7 and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love. 8 For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.


The Apostle Paul spoke of the fruit that the Holy Spirit produces in the lives of believers producing godly character in a letter that he wrote to the churches in the Galatia region.

GAL 5:22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control.

So trials aren’t the only building block that God uses in building our character.  But they are very important.  Because trials help to build one of the most important godly traits in our lives.  That is perseverance.  And perseverance is indispensable to our Christian maturity and completeness.


Now this is a message that all believers who have ever lived have needed to hear.  But I don’t believe that there is a culture that has ever needed this message more than ours.  If there is one characteristic that describes 21st century Americans, it is impatience.  We are among the most impatient people who have ever lived on the face of this earth.  Now we have many other virtues that are admirable as a nation – our industry, our creativity, our generosity, our willingness to forgive, etc. – but patience isn’t one of our natural strengths.


We are literally killing our bodies because of our impatience.  The drive to do more and more, faster and faster causes stress that takes a toll on our bodies.  I remember as a teenager looking at a newly formed hamburger company’s sign and seeing their boast that they had sold over 100,000 hamburgers and being very impressed.  McDonald’s has now sold over 100 billion hamburgers.  If you lined all of the hamburgers that McDonalds has sold up end to end, touching each other, they would extend to the moon and back, more than 30 times.  I read some time ago that McDonalds is the largest landowner among private businesses in the U.S.  Only the U.S. government owns more land.  What has made McDonalds such a growing and thriving business in our country?  It’s our impatience.  They introduced us to fast food.  Because we’re too impatient to wait for food when we’re hungry, we’ll drive up to their window and get our Big Mac and fries right now.  

I recently read a list of actual comments that were made on the comment cards that our National Forest System has in our National Parks.  I couldn’t help but laugh because they reveal just how impatient we are and how intolerant we are as Americans to any inconvenience.  Remember these are people who chose to visit one of our National Parks so that they could enjoy the natural beauties of our great country.  Listen to a couple of these comments:
* “Escalators would help on steep uphill sections”

* “A small deer came into my camp and stole my bag of pickles.  How can I be reimbursed?  Please call.”

* “Too many bugs and leeches and spiders and spider webs.  Please spray the wilderness to rid the area of pests.”

* “Please pave all the trails so that they can be plowed of snow in the winter.”

* “Trails need to be reconstructed.  Please avoid building trails that go uphill.”

* “Chairlifts need to be in some places so that we can get the wonderful views without having to hike to them.”

* “The coyotes made too much noise last night and kept me awake.  Please eradicate these annoying animals.”


Do you think there is any connection between the impatience that we have as a people and the ease and comfort of life that we have enjoyed?  I think James would say that there is because he wrote that trials develop perseverance in our lives.


The Greek word that James chose that is translated “perseverance” in our text this morning is an interesting one.  It is a compound word made up of 2 smaller words literally meaning “to remain under”.  It has the idea of standing one’s ground, remaining steadfast, bearing through circumstances without giving up.

It’s interesting that James both begins and ends his epistle with the very same theme.  In the last chapter, the Apostle uses Job as an example of one who had the perseverance that he is speaking of here. 

READ James 5:10,11:

JAS 5:10 Brothers, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. 11 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.


The story of Job is a familiar one to most people.  Here was a man who was very respected and wealthy and healthy and with a good family.  And what happened?  Trials began to pour into Job’s life one after another.  He lost all of his wealth.  Then he lost all of his children and their families.  Then he lost his health.  Job was reduced from being the most prosperous, respected person in his community to being a terminally ill pauper.  But Job survived.  He held his ground.  He remained steadfast.  He didn’t listen to his wife’s advice to just curse God and die.  Job maintained his integrity and continued to persevere through his trials.  Job survived.  And in his case, this was the victory.  Job’s perseverance through his trials resulted in such growth in his character that God could entrust to him twice as much at the conclusion of the book as he had at the beginning of the book.  Job is the person whom James chooses as the example of the perseverance that he is talking about.  Now it could be argued that Job didn’t persevere through his trials with much joy.  But we have to remember that Job didn’t have a Job to look to as an example.  Job was a pioneer.  He blazed the trail for us to follow.  We can look to godly men like Job and see how their story ends.  So we have much more of an ability to see the big picture.  James, then, can tell us to consider it to be pure joy when we face various trials because we can know that these trials will develop perseverance in our lives and that perseverance will enable us to become mature and complete believers.

You see, Christian character doesn’t happen overnight.  This is the reason, I believe, why we have such a small percentage of American Christians who have the depth of character that so many of our believing forefathers had.  I believe that future generations will look at the Christianity of our generation and evaluate it to be very superficial and shallow.  The reason for this is undoubtedly our impatience as Americans.  We are generally too impatient to bear under trials that God allows into our lives.  Oh, there certainly are some trials that we can’t escape.  Some health issues, some family issues, some personal issues are just inescapable.  We must bear under these because we just don’t have another choice.   But generally, any inconvenience or trial that we can possible get out from under, we are quick to make the move.  We need to realize that our impatience in the moment sometimes robs us of a greater blessing in the long run.

The world tells us to do anything that is in our power to bring temporal happiness for the moment.  God consistently reminds us in His word that He is Sovereign over the events that come into the lives of His children.  And God is just as concerned with the long term results as He is with the short-term results.  God knows that if we are going to be brought to complete maturity, perseverance is going to be needed.  The most effective way to get that perseverance is through bearing trials.  So God allows just the right trials to enter our lives to develop and refine our character.   So as we become aware of this process, we can actually come to the place where we can be joyful when trials come into our lives because we know that God is working.

I have a friend who recently retired from his career.  As a retirement present, his company gave him a trip over seas.  He could choose the location.  He chose Italy because he had been stationed there during W.W.2.  As he and his wife were traveling around Italy, he happened upon a lumberman who was supervising the floating of some trees that had been felled as they drifted downstream towards the mill.  My friend and his wife stopped and watched the man work for a while as he jabbed and stabbed at logs to keep them moving downstream.  But then they began to notice that the lumberjack once in a while would pull one of the trees over to the side and let the others pass by.  This intrigued them to the point where they watched him allow all the other trees to go downstream.  And only after they had passed, did he send the dozen or so trees that he had pulled off to the side down the river.  Finally curiosity got the best of them and they approached the lumberman who had now finished his job and asked him why he had  pulled those dozen or so trees away from the others.  The lumberjack smiled and told them in his strongly accented English, “the majority of the trees were cut from the valley where they were protected from most storms.  But there were a few of the trees that came from the top of the hill.  These were trees that were beaten by strong winds from the time that they were very small.  The winds toughen these trees and give to them a very fine grain.  These trees we send down last to be saved for the choice work.  They’re too good to be made into just plain lumber.”

As my friend was recalling his experience with that Italian lumberman, I couldn’t help but think of how those trees picture God’s people.  The Psalmist said that the blessed person will be like a tree planted by streams of water yielding fruit in its season.  A certain amount of wind and inclimate weather is necessary to give the tree its strength.  So God desires for His people to be strong and mature in their faith.  That is the reason why we can face any experience that God allows into our lives with confidence and joy because we know that He causes all things to work together for good in the lives of those who love Him.

Joyful trials?  It certainly appears to be a paradox at first glance, doesn’t it?  Most people in the world would scoff at the notion of a joyful trial.  But not the Apostle James.  He wrote:

JAS 1:2 Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3 because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. 4 Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.
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