A Religion Not Empty
James 1:2-4 — Joy and Maturity amidst God-Ordained Trials

One of the most enduring questions asked about God from Christians and non-Christians alike is “Why does God allow the righteous to suffer?”.  Though the answer to this question is multi-faceted and still somewhat mysterious, James provides us one important aspect of a God-centered answer (along with Romans 5:2-5 and 1 Peter 1:6-7).  Suffering of the (humble and faithful) righteous is used in the hands of God to bring about maturity otherwise unattainable.  In this process of maturity and its eschatological culmination, Christians can find joy in the midst of suffering.
Trials of Various Kinds

What form do trials take in the full expanse of this life?  Sickness.  Loneliness.  Bereavement.  Disappointment.  Economic Hardship.  Ridicule.  Persecution.  The list goes on and on.  James’ 1st century readers were suffering several of these hardships.  We suffer from some combination of them as well.  Will all these trials end up being pointless?  Or worse, will these trials end up wreaking havoc on our lives?  As Christians, we know the God of the Universe through Christ.  Surely trials have meaning.
Testing of Your Faith
Nothing is outside the hand of God’s control.  Not even trials.  And for His people, trials are not pointless or meant to destroy.  All trials are avenues of growth.  All trials are part of God’s process in taking the faith that was birthed through His Holy Spirit upon conversion and growing it to a full, lasting, and fruitful faith for His children.  God is not desiring that we sin and fall in these trials (1:13), but rather that we grow in maturity and purity.  God wants Christians to pass the test.  (Genesis 22; negative example – Numbers 14:20-24)
Producing Steadfastness

To be useful in God’s Kingdom, we must be made into tempered metal from raw material.  We must be taken from a state of fickleness and laziness to a state of fortitude and endurance.  We must be a steadfast people.  Trials of various kinds, under the loving direction of God, achieve this goal.  In our pampered, affluent lifestyles (by the world’s standards), how quickly have American Christians lost the ability to stand with fortitude?
The Full Effect of Completeness

Fortitude or steadfastness is not the end goal.  Fortitude is procured to achieve the end goal: completeness, maturity, perfection.  Our character, actions, and holiness need refinement.  Our faith needs refinement.  God orchestrates trials in our lives to achieve this refinement (this sanctification).  A marriage becomes more mature through trial combined with fortitude.  A muscle becomes stronger under resistance combined with steadfastness.  A Christian becomes more God-honoring and complete through trial combined with steadfastness (not just inner spiritual wrestling).  So we must view our trials as the love of God in action for them to have their intended effect.  And one day, that maturity will reach perfection when Christ comes back and makes all things new.
So Count It All Joy


Trials bring a range of emotions.  Usually joy does not make that list.  But under Jesus’ revolutionary thinking (Matthew 5:11, 12), pure joy does make the list.  Christians still experience many other emotions, but we must also have a settled conviction of joy (not superficial gaiety) knowing that God is at work in our lives to bring about completeness.  We can also ‘count it all joy’ because one day the trials will end and perfection will be ours in the presence of God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
