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[0:00] We'll turn back and look for a short while at the passage in James chapter one. Now I'm
going to look at not every single verse, it's a packed, full chapter.

James really works like that. You feel like you read every few verses. He comes onto a
new subject. There's lots of different issues being raised. Some of them come back over
and over again.

Some of them are like themes that keep coming in and out again. But there's lots of things
going on here. So we're just going to look at really the first 18 verses and only some of
them. But I want to tie, right at the start, I just want to tie everything together by asking you
to think about whether or not you have a fixed position around which you base the
decisions that you make.

So like a kind of guiding principle, what is the guiding principle of your life? So when you
come to a point in life where you have to make a decision, well what affects that decision?

What's the fixed point that you hold on to? You know, a business, if you work in finance or
if you work for a company, most businesses, you hope most businesses have a kind of
code of ethics or a way that they do business.

[1:16] Well, okay, well here's us, we're a business and this is how we work. This is our fixed
point for how we make our decisions. You might be into football. So Liverpool Football
Club, as an Everton fan I'm delighted to say I've been going through a hard time and they
weren't doing so well.

Now what happens is they get rid of their previous manager and they bring in a new
manager. So Liverpool Football Club bring in a guy called Brendan Rogers, who used to
be in Swansea. But they don't just bring in Brendan Rogers, they bring in Brendan Rogers
and his kind of philosophy, his fixed position, like his way of looking at football and how it
should be played.

So the team, it's not just random, they bring in this guy who says, well this is how we play
football. This is the best way to do it. And if you follow this guiding principle of how to play,
well this is how I believe we'll get success.

Another example maybe is to think about if you were to go travelling. If you think in the
days when a lot of travel was done in this country by sea, so people instead of travelling
across land, they'd go round the coast in ships.

Dangerous, loads of people would lose their lives. Now what they needed and what you
still need, even if you're going to go say hiking in the Minnows or something, is a fixed
position.

[2:36] You need to know your coordinates, don't you? So the decisions you make about where
you're going to go and how you're going to get from A to B are based on not randomness,
not just like, I feel like going over there. But well this is how I'm going to get from here to
there.

So you need to be clear on what, you know, I'm going to make this decision to go here
based on this coordinate. Now if we think about the way that we make decisions about life,
there can often be problems with these, can't there?
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You know, who says the Brendan Rogers' philosophy on how liveable football clubs
should play is a good one? It might not work. And equally, in another sense, it may be that
somebody was put out to sea with the right coordinates, but the storm that they come into
is too strong and they can't deal with it.

Their ship can't deal with it, their ship breaks up. When you look at your life and you think
about the way that you make decisions and the reasons that you have for doing this or
that, making this or that decision, you know, what we're often trying to do, particularly if
we've not got God in the picture, if we're just trying to manage our lives, is we're trying to...

I wonder what that was for a minute. We're trying to work within a system whereby we
kind of manage what's going on in our lives. We have a particular hope for the direction of
our lives. Well, here's what I'd like my life to look like.

[3:58] Here's what I'd like to go, to hear about people who are really going places. And we think,
well, here's what I'm going to do in order to get there. But the problem is that we can often
be thwarted.

Somebody else can come into your life and throw you a curveball and wreck all that. Or
you yourself might just not be up to it. You might not be able to keep up with all that you're
trying to do in your life.

And what we find in James here is a kind of insistence, and I think it comes out throughout
the whole book, that your fixed position, right, your kind of guiding principle is based on
God and who He is and His power and strength rather than on yourself.

So right from the start, what it's saying to you is, through the ups and downs of your life,
your fixed position is the Lord. Certainly, for salvation, if you're thinking about, well, how
can I be in God's favour? How can I be saved?

Well, if you're fixed position, if your starting point, as it were, is yourself, well, you'll fall
sharp. Because the Bible says that not one of us can kind of like come into God's
presence and say, here it is.

[5:15] Here's a philosophy that I followed here are my life choices and wasn't it good and
successful? Well, God will say, well, you know, if you're trying to attain my perfection, you
fall way short. So James speaks into our lives and says that the founding principle that we
need to base who we are and the decisions that we make is that God is a living God who
has spoken into our lives and assured us of who Jesus is as our saviour and of His love
for us.

Now, what this does is it gives us a long term as well as just a short term view on life. It's
not just about managing those little daily decisions that we make to make each day feel
like a feel good day.

It's about a longer term perspective. So what we're going to do is we're going to look
throughout the book of James and we're going to see how that big picture perspective that
we have, that God is the starting point for the decisions that we make, fits into four key
areas of our lives that we can come across.

And we'll just go through the first section of chapter one and go through some of these.
Well, the first one, if you look at verse one to verse eight, this is maybe the passage that
you remember from James.

A lot of people are kind of familiar with this and this is about dealing with trials. Okay?
Now, when we were reading this, you might well have been thinking to yourself, that's
crazy, that's ridiculous, or you might have just been thinking, yeah, good theory, but no
way, no way in practice is that a real situation.

[6:53] So just look at what it says. James, having brought his greetings to the different people
that he's writing to, look at what he says in verse two. Consider it pure joy, my brothers,
whenever you face trials of many kinds.
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So how did you feel when you read that? Consider it pure joy when you face trials. It kind
of goes against the grain, doesn't it? It doesn't seem to make sense on the surface of
things when we read that.

But it's important to understand that James is speaking into a real-life situation. He's
speaking to people's lives who've got real difficulty. So this isn't just like saying, okay, well,
adopt a sort of martyr complex.

You know that thing where we go about thinking like, ah, the world's against me and I'm
dealing with it ever so well, aren't I? Poor me. I get brownie points for being so optimistic
in the face of so much difficulty.

You know, so where we take any little bad thing that happens to us. And, you know, we
think if we get through it, then it stacks up points in our favour. Haven't we done a good
job of dealing with that bad thing? Well, that's not the case here.

[7:58] James is writing to people, look at back in verse one, to the twelve tribes scattered among
the nations. He's writing to early church believers who've been scattered all over the place
and who are not in their home country.

They're not in a comfortable place where everybody around about them are believers.
They worship the same God and allow them to follow the same practices, the same
religious practices.

In many cases, these people faced a really hard time for being believers. A really hard
time. And it's probable that they faced financial hard time.

They were marginalised. They were like outcasts. So James writes to them and says,
consider it joy when you face these trials.

Why? Well, look at verse three, because you know that the testing of your faith developed
perseverance.

[9:05] In other words, as you go through these trials, God's at work. This is not for no reason.
You think, James says to these people, again, that this is just random.

Don't just think, ah well, this is just bad stuff's happening to me. It happens to everybody,
you know, stiff up our lip, just get on with it. It's not just a kind of stiff upper lip so that we
get through it and don't cause a fuss.

It's because the testing of your faith developed perseverance. And then he goes on to say
perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking
anything.

The other thing to notice about this is the point of going through difficult times, and notice
if you're a Christian tonight, if you're a believer and you're reading this and you find it a
hard thing to swallow, it's not just saying to you, just be a persevering person.

It's saying be persevering so that what? Do you see that? If you follow the verse on? So
that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.

[10:07] And then speaking about your development as a Christian. It's taken on the idea that, and
Derek says it often from this pulpit, Christianity isn't just a thing that happened then, it did
happen then, you're saved, and you're going on maturing, and you're going on growing.

And the incredible truth that we sometimes find it so hard to get our heads around is that
God uses trials to bring about our maturity. Because as you go through hard times, what
He says to you, what His advice to you is, is to look back to Him and to remember His
strength, remember the fact that He has saved you, and remember the fact that there's no
thing that you can go through that He isn't able to deal with.

It doesn't know about it, that He's not, you know, in some way able. Like, we sometimes
have the idea that God can't help us in a situation. There's nothing that we go through that
God can't speak into, couldn't help us from.
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But yet He chooses at times to allow us to go through times, and it's through these times
of trial that He matures us. The next thing to notice about this little bit here is that you must
be open to the fact that you need help.

We're sometimes not very good at asking for help, are we? Because we can be proud.
And we like to think that if something bad happens, well, we'll just deal with it.

[11:39] Now, what this is saying is that as you go through life, as you face trials, what you're to do
is see it as a situation where through perseverance your faith is being matured.

Now, look at verse 5. If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God. Ask God. If you lack
wisdom, ask God.

Don't have the mindset that you are, that this won't happen to you, that you won't have to
ask God. If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God who gives generously to all
without finding fault.

The first thing is that this brings us into a point where we're being matured. The next thing
is that we need to recognize that we need this, and this is part of the experience that the
Christians should expect.

But the final thing to mention in this section here is that we need to have confidence in the
one that we ask help from. So it's no good throwing up a prayer to God like, ah, maybe
he's there and maybe he'll just notice me enough to maybe help me.

[12:54] Probably doesn't care anyway. That's not a prayer of faith. When he asks, he must believe
and not doubt.

Now, go back to the example we started with. What happens when Liverpool lose three
games on the top? Well, it's probable that the team will start to think, this new manager, I
don't know if his methods are all that he says they were cracked up to be.

Well, this is not the case with us because what we do is we remember the character of the
God that we pray to. Who is it that we're speaking to? We're not going to sort, you
internalize every situation that you come up against, every trial, and you go to just your
friend and you say, help me get through this situation.

There's an element of which we can help each other. There's an element in which we are
called to work through things ourselves. But there's a bigger picture here. There's a bigger
goal, which is the maturing of your faith.

And as you, as you, as in trouble as you call out to God and as you ask him to give you a
bigger perspective on all that you're going through. A heavenly perspective, a long-term
perspective, he's maturing you and he's growing you as a Christian.

[14:13] You know, when we pray to God, what do we expect him to do? If we expect him just to
take away the bad things, then we're expecting something that the Bible never
encourages us to think about really.

Let me just read from a verse in 1 Peter, 1 Peter chapter 10. And the God of all grace,
Peter's finishing up his letter and he says, And the God of all grace who called you to his
eternal glory in Christ, After you've suffered a little, will himself restore you and make you
strong, firm and steadfast.

After you have suffered a little. So that verse in 1 Peter presupposes that the Christian life
won't just be plain sailing. And you know, it can be so easy for us sometimes to get into a
mode of thinking where we almost expect, you know, a bad thing happens.

We think, why is God doing this? Why would God do this to me? Why would He allow this
trouble to come to my life? Well, the Bible doesn't give us a reason for thinking like that
because it says, Well, you will go through things that aren't easy for you.
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So, first thing to notice from this passage is that we will go through trials, but the believer
should allow perseverance to do its work. Not just grudgingly, not like, I'm going to go
through this, but I hate it, and I'm angry at God for doing this.

[15:34] Really what He should do is take this away from me. We submit to His understanding of
who we are and what we need for our lives.

Second thing, and moving on into verse 9 now, is about avoiding complacency. So this is
the second kind of life situation that this chapter speaks into. And it's complacency,
particularly, in regard to wealth.

James is quite open about addressing the issue of money throughout the book. So, verse
9. Let's just read this little section. For 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'll pass away like a wildflower.

The sun rises with scorching heat and withers the plant. Its blossom falls and its beauty is
destroyed. In the same way, the rich man will fade away even while he goes about his
business.

In some ways, we don't have to say a lot about this, do we? One way in which some
people manage their life, remember we were speaking at the start about how, what fixed
point you use, well, one way is to think, well, if I get wealth, then I'll be able to manage
people around me and my life, and that'll make each day go according to plan.

[16:56] This section reminds us otherwise, because what it does is it says, well, that's a very small
picture way of looking at life. That's like saying, well, if I get kind of enough money, I can
just manage things myself and make everything go smooth.

I remember when I was thinking about this film that used to crop up in loads of, you know,
these magazines that have 50 best films ever, polls, like 10 guys in a room decide which
is the best 50 films in the world ever were, and somehow they have the right to do that.

There's a film called Citizen Kane that's quite an old film now, and it's about a guy who
was very wealthy, and he owned newspapers, Charles Foster Kane, and really what the
film is about is it starts with him dying, and then it kind of jumps back into aspects of his
life and tries to find out some of the mysteries of what made him who he was and what he
was all about.

But the whole point about it was that he got so rich because he was one of the, you know,
imagine Rupert Murdoch, just when all the big money in newspapers was kicking off. He
got so much wealth and money from his publishing and his newspapers.

He started to build this elaborate palace place for himself, and, you know, he lived his life
increasingly, and he sought to get power, and he built this great big fancy place called
Zanadu, and he died alone, lonely, and the film shows us confused in this empty, big,
weird-looking palace.

[18:33] The point of that example is to say that we don't have to go to the Bible to be taught that
wealth can't be the thing that gives us security.

You know, a film like that shows us very clearly. This guy made all the money in the world,
and he was lonely, and he died alone. Now, what this passage here in this section of
James does is he reminds us of how we need to have a big picture view of life.

Look at the example it gives us. It talks about the person, again, it kind of turns things, the
way we view things, it turns it upside down on its head. So the person in humble
circumstances should take pride in his high position, but if you're rich, well, you should
take pride in your low position.

Why? What's this saying? Well, really what it's saying is when you get into verse 11, the
rich man will fade away even while he goes about his business. Our lives are, you know,
they're short, we're very frail people, really.
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Sometimes we like to imagine that we're strong and we'll keep going forever. Particularly,
that's maybe the trap particularly that wealth can do for us. You know, we can buy health
protection, we can buy stuff that makes our lives comfortable.

[19:51] But our lives are not our own. The time that we have is given to us by God, and this
passage here challenges us. And what it says to us is that you need your fixed position,
your understanding of how you go about life, not to be based on how much money you
can make to make yourself comfortable, but based on the understanding that the amount
of time that you have is given to you by God.

And really that changes the way we think about what we're going to do with our lives and
how we're going to view what we're looking for and what we want to make from life. So the
paradox in this section here is about getting your principle of the way you view life right,
and it's about being humbly dependent on God rather than on being self-dependent.

It encourages us to have a kind of dependency culture, not so that we want to, you know,
some people look down on people who are dependent because they think that folk who
are dependent just sponge off everyone else.

Well, God says to us, no, you need to know that you need me. You need to not be proud
and just think that you can get through life by yourself, and you don't have enough money
to keep yourself comfortable.

Third section is the next section, verse 12. So having looked at trials and having looked at
wealth, the next verse, verse 12, speaks about the future.

[21:18] Okay? It speaks about the future. Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because
when he stood the test he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those
who love him. So it brings us back to the idea of trial again.

Blessed is the man who perseveres in trial. Because what? Well, because you'll get a
crown of life. In other words, you'll be rewarded. In other words, you'll be blessed if you
have got through this time.

Now, I want at this point to think, this answers the question. You know, you might think,
well, it's all this theory about going through trial is very good, but you don't know what I'm
going through, and how does God know what it feels like for me to be going through what
I'm going through right now?

You're not convinced that God's a sympathetic God who knows who you are and what
you're going through. You're not convinced that he can help you or that he knows what it's
like.

We have to look at the person of Jesus when we come to a question like this. There was a
God's son who came and lived amongst us 2000 years ago. What did he do when he
came and lived amongst us? What was he here for? What did he go through?

[22:34] You know that he came and he lived amongst people and he lived a perfect life. And he
went through suffering, maybe the likes of which we'll never understand.

Not just physically, you remember when he was in the garden and he was asking his
disciples to stay with me. I'm praying and I need you to stay with me. And physically he
was shaking. Emotionally he was, you imagine, the greatest weight bearing down on you.

And on top of that, Jesus had to go through the sense of separation from his Father.
When he cried out, my God, why have you forsaken me?

Now he did that so that we don't have to experience that. So that when we face our judge,
we will know if we're in, if we trust in Jesus, if we're in Jesus' love, we'll know a sense of
being able to say, I come to you in Jesus' goodness, in Jesus' righteousness.

But Jesus went through this suffering. He went through this incredible weight for us. And I
want to go to Hebrews, let me just turn to Hebrews chapter 12 for an example, which
helps us in this situation when we're thinking about going through trials.
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[23:59] And it gives us a bit of a window into the way that Jesus approached it. Okay, so I'm just
going to look at Hebrews chapter 12 for just a minute. When Hebrews chapter 11, the
writer's been going through a whole load of different people from Christian history who are
like role models, people we can look to for an example.

And then when he gets to chapter 12, look at what he says, therefore, since we're
surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, last throw off everything that hinders the
sin that so easily entangles and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.

He's encouraging them. He gets to this point and he says, right, all these people have
gone before you, so be encouraged and keep going in your Christian walk. And then he
says, and this is really important, let us fix our eyes on Jesus. Why? Why should you fix
your eyes on Jesus?

He's the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him, endured the
cross, scorned at shame and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.

So Jesus went into this whole situation knowing that he'd have to go through such great
suffering for you because of the joy set before him, because there was a future aspect,
because he was aware that what he was doing was in his big picture plan for the world,
and that means for us, he was going through this time in order to pay for his people so
that they could be saved, so that in the long run, 2,000 years later, we, if we sit here this
morning tonight in St. Columbus, can be saved because he's paid for us.

[25:50] And that was his joy because of his love for us, because he wanted to go through that
because he wanted to be able to buy us a people for himself. And so as Jesus anticipated
the joy of coming through this time, you know, how hard would it have been in the garden,
physically wrecked, emotionally wrecked, and then on the cross having that sense of,
where is my father?

Never have I experienced that before. It's still to have the perseverance to go through that
for the joy that was set before him, which is bringing his people, his church, to the place
where they can know him and love him.

So we come back to our section in James here, and what this teaches us to do, if we have
our fixed point, our starting place for the decisions that we make in life, we have that
based on the character of God and based on what Jesus has already done for us.

It teaches us to approach life in the knowledge that things will be difficult sometimes, but
that we will receive a crown of life that God has promised to those who love him because
Jesus has gone through what he's gone through and because Jesus has purchased that
life for us.

And so Jesus is our model and Jesus is our saviour, and it is really important for us, at
times when we struggle. What does it say in that passage that I looked at? Fix your eyes
on Jesus.

[27:28] Don't fix your eyes on your own strength. Don't fix your eyes on what you think should be
happening to you or not happening to you. Fix your eyes on Jesus.

Okay, so this chapter also speaks into the future, and the way that we are to anticipate
blessing. There is a future aspect to our lives as Christians, the promise and the sure
hope of heaven.

Notice, let me just turn back to 1 Peter again. Now, you may have, when I read that verse
first of all, 1 Peter 5 verse 10, after you have suffered a little while. Sounds quite
pessimistic?

Oh, I've got to suffer. Why is the Bible so honest about these things? Well, look what it
goes on to say. After you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace will himself
restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.
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To him be the power for the never and ever. Amen. After you have suffered, he will restore
you. To him be the power. That's our fixed point.

[28:43] You don't trust in your own power or your own ability to make your life on a day-by-day
basis feel like how you think it should do. Your fixed point is in the longer term and in the
power of God and in what he has done for you and in his love for you on a day-to-day
basis.

The fact that he is bringing you, bringing you to himself and teaching you on a day-by-day
basis to know him and to trust in him and to have faith in him.

A couple of things just in closing. I'm just going to look at the last few verses here very
quickly because there's a couple of responses that we can make when we face trial. If
we're honest with ourselves, it is easy, maybe, but it might seem easy maybe just to me to
say that kind of thing in theory, but in practice it's maybe more difficult.

James is honest in flagging up one of the possible temptations. Look at verse 13. He's
been talking about trials, but look at what he starts to talk about now.

He starts talking about temptation. There is a link. When tempted, no one should say God
is tempting me, for God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone. What
James is getting at here is the fact that there's a response to trials which is to blame God.

[30:03] You know that way where there's the... And what he's saying here is be careful that you
don't give in to that. Be careful that the temptation to think, well, this isn't how I thought it
was going to be.

How can God love me if this is what's happening to me? Therefore, he's the blame. And it
affects the way that you... And you stop trusting.

And maybe your call to God isn't in faith. Your call to God is grudging or in some kind of
desperation. So what he's saying to you in this situation is be careful about the blame
culture so that you go through a hard time and you just start to say, well, it must be God.

What James says is that God... We don't have time to go into this, but God cannot be
tempted by evil. So the origin of the evil isn't in God himself. He allows you to go through
these times, but he allows you to go through these times in order that you may grow as a
Christian, in order that you may know his love and care for you.

And the final thing is in the last couple of verses. Okay, verse 17. Rather than viewing the
providences of God that you may find uncomfortable, that are uncomfortable in a negative
light, what he says is, verse 16, don't be deceived, my dear brothers, every good and
perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights.

[31:38] He doesn't change like shifting shadows. Some of the ideas in ancient religions of God's
were that they were just... They sat there in the clouds and depending on what day of the
week it was, depended on what mood they were in, or depending on whether they all as
gods had got along with each other or had a good or a bad day, depending on whether or
not you had a good or a bad day.

That's completely different to what James is talking about here, isn't it? He doesn't change
like shifting shadows. And what he encourages us in closing to think about, and this ties
right back into what we were saying about the start, about having a fixed point of
understanding that your security in life and who you are as a person is in God and not just
in yourself, is in this.

He chose to give us birth. You thought about how amazing that is? He chose to give us
birth. Us being Christians isn't random.

He wants you to know him. He wants you to be a believer. And so he chose to give you
birth. Now, it says elsewhere in the Bible that if he gave you birth, he will carry that onto
completion.
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In other words, if he started you as a Christian, he will finish you as a Christian because
he cares for you. And he won't let you go. And finally, what it says in the last verse there,
verse 18, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.

[33:02] In other words, in the fruit of our lives, we would show his goodness to us. And as we live
and as we live out what he wants for us in our lives, and as we live close to him and as we
follow him, he shows his love and his care for us.

I read one example, a guy saying, this is like a down payment that will eventually apply to
all creation. So in other words, the care and the way that he invests in us will one day be
shown in the whole of creation.

So don't be tempted to view God critically because he's not giving you what you want now.
Instead, remember that he's giving you himself. He hasn't just given us what we want, he's
given us himself.

And that is what helps us to trust him and it's what helps us to have faith in him even when
what's happening around about us seems like he doesn't care about us.

Let's pray. Lord God, we pray that you'd be with us and bless us tonight and help us to
understand even when we go through things that we don't find easy.

[34:17] That is true for everyone, that you never promise to just take away all the painful things in
our lives now. But we pray that we trust you and have faith in you because you're looking
to work in our lives to bring us to a place where we know your power and your love.

Help us to put our faith in you and in Jesus who has done everything that's necessary for
us to be saved. And we pray this in Jesus' name. Amen.


