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Spiritual Wholeness (Via trials) James 1:1-18 
 
 
James’ main focus is calling those who claim Jesus as their Lord and Saviour to genuinely live 
out their faith and to be spiritually whole in all areas of their lives1 
 
So if you’re a really practical person, you’re going to love this book 
 
But be warned James doesn’t mess around, he tells it like it is and he shots straight from the 
hip  
 
In fact, as we read and preach through James all of us will be confronted with areas in our 
lives that are not spiritually whole, areas in our lives that we need to change 

- Today we’ll hear how God works in us through trials to make us spiritually whole 
 
We begin at v1  

James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion: 
Greetings. 

- The author is none other than James the brother of Jesus2 
- Remarkably, James went from unbeliever to believer to leader of the church in 

Jerusalem 
- What had caused such a transformation?  

o The resurrection had caused James to realise that his half-brother was in fact 
the long awaited for Messiah and not just that but someone worthy of being 
put on the same level as God in v1  

 
- But James doesn’t pull on his family connection 

o Hey read my letter because of who my brother is 
 

-  Instead he reminds us of his authority as a servant of God and the Lord Jesus Christ 
o To call yourself a servant back then was an act of humility: he is an 

instrument of the Lord, he lives to serve and please God and Jesus, he’s not 
living for his himself 

 
1 Other major themes in James include: God: His oneness, jealously & grace. Also, James regularly bases his 
exhortations to Christian living in the nature of God. Eschatology: What God is going to do at the eschaton is 
the dominant perspective in James. The Law: While James isn’t concerned about obedience to ritual law, he 
does argue that believers must commit themselves to obedience to it and that the Law still guiding Christian 
living. Wisdom: In line with OT wisdom literature (e.g. Prov) understanding God’s purposes and ways enables 
the believer to grow in spiritual maturity. Poverty & Wealth: Throughout Scripture God has a particular 
concern for the poor, downtrodden, etc. The people of God must imitate God in his care. Moreover, the 
Gospel radically redefines value and worth of individuals. Christian Life: Again the future is what shapes how 
believers live now, they are to avoid double-mindedness and be fully committed. Faith, works & Justification: 
As one commentator says: Paul strikes at legalism, James at quietism. “Genuine faith always and inevitably 
produces evidence of its existence in a life of righteous living” 
2 There are 3 James in the NT: James the son of Alphaeus (e.g. Matt 10:3, don’t hear much about him), James 
son of Zebedee and brother of John (but only mentioned 2x in Acts 1:13 and death in Acts 12:2) & James 
brother of Jesus (Matt 13:55; Jn 7:5; 1 Cor 15:7; Acts 12:17; Gal 1:19, 2:9) 
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o But the servant title is also a great honour, a servant of the Lord of the 
universe and he’s in the same category as servants like: Moses, David, Paul 
and Peter3 

 
- And James is writing to the scattered Jewish believers outside of Israel 

o Probably some had scattered after the day of Pentecost in Acts 2 as they 
heard the good news of Jesus in their own tongues and then fled after 
persecution4 

o And the reference to the 12 tribes casts our minds back to the Old 
Testament, a reference to the whole and complete true people of God 

▪ It’s like saying people of the North and South Island, people of the 6 
states and 2 territories of Australia  

o James is saying: even though you’re scattered you are the people of God, 
members of the true Israel and God’s promises in the Old Testament have 
found their fulfilment in Jesus  

▪ Just an aside, it’s lines like this that show us just how important the 
Old Testament is to believers now, we stand within God’s great 
salvation plan 

 
So what’s James writing to these scattered believers about? 
 
James get’s straight to it in v2 
 

2 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know that the 
testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its full effect, that 
you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 
 
If you were to ask people: What brings you joy 

- Chances are they’d probably say: 
o landing that job 
o spending time with friends 
o getting married  
o having children 
o getting away for a holiday, actually just getting outside the house- saw a 

photo of cars lined up for drive thru MacDonald’s as lockdown was eased in 
NZ 

 
If someone said: Suffering and trials bring me joy 

- We’d probably go: ohhh ok, ummm the weather seems nice doesn’t it?  
 
But what does James mean by trials 

- The fact that he says trials of various kinds means he’s opening it up to include all 
different kinds of trials and sufferings Christians can undergo in this fallen world: 

 
3 Moses (Deut 34:5); David (Jer 33:21); Paul (Rom 1:1), Peter (2 Pet 1:1). 
4 E.g. Acts 8:1-3. 
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o Sickness, loneliness, grief, disappointment, persecution for the faith, from the 
rest of the letter it also seems to include financial, legal and religious troubles 
and trials 

o Basically, James has on view any trial that may threaten your faithfulness to 
Christ 

▪ Most of us have gone through many trials or are in trials now  
▪ It’s important to stress here that James isn’t saying that the only 

response to trials is joy, that there’s no room for sadness and pain and 
crying out to God, the Psalms give us scope for that 

 
So why does James call us to find joy in our trials? 

- v3 because trials are an opportunity to grow in steadfastness or perseverance in our 
faith 

- It’s an idea picked up by the Apostle Paul in Rom 5:3 
o but we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 

endurance, 4 and endurance produces character, and character produces 
hope, 

- Peter talks about the refining nature of trials to our faith in 1 Peter 1:6-7 
 
Christians throughout the ages and around the world have not been strangers to suffering 

- But the Christian message is that we can respond to suffering differently  
- because we have hope, not only hope beyond the grave, but sure hope now that 

God uses them to refine us, that God uses trials to deepen our faith, to make us 
spiritually whole 

- It’s the picture of a muscle getting stronger when faced with resistance 
o The strong guys at the gym aren’t bench pressing feathers  

- The picture of preserving, to keep going, to not give up 
o When I was I kid I was in scouts and we went on these hikes with heavy packs 

we had to keep going, we had to persevere, it helped us get stronger 
 
But steadfastness isn’t the end goal, the end goal is there in v4: that you may be perfect and 
complete 
The idea of perfection and completion here is the idea of fulfilling a goal or reaching an end 

- You could say a school student perfects or completes their education when they 
graduate high school 

- or a worker perfects or completes their work when they retire  
 
The point is for the believer trials of any kind can have a purpose, when we respond to them 
in the right way, with confidence in God and a determination to endure, 

- they are often the express lanes of personal growth in our faith 
 
Just an aside here: The reason our society can’t find joy in trials is because we’ve reduced 
life to pure pleasure here and now, only this life matters and because only this life matters I 
need to experience the most pleasure now, anything that takes away my pain free self-
determined life robs me, there is no value in suffering and no joy to be had 
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But many of us have known joy and the end goal of growing in our faith haven’t we? 
- We look back on our lives and while the hard times have been stretching and at 

times overwhelming, by God’s grace we see how he’s used them to shape and mould 
us more into the image of Christ 

o I look forward to hearing your stories 
 

- For many of us COVID-19 is one of those big trials 
- We’ve felt this when it’s come to our plans to come to you 
- We’d planned to come in April to visit, We had all the weekends planned up until we 

left 
- We always knew our plans depended upon the Lord but now we know that much 

better and yes it has been a painful lesson at times, filled with disappointments 
and saddness and at times anxieties, but we are joyful  

 
- I read an article about dealing with disappointment in this time and the author 

quoted Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German pastor who was executed at the end of the 
war by the Germans for his resistance to Hitler5 

o He wrote to his finance Maria while in a Nazi prison 
▪ “God is forever upsetting our plans, but only in order to fulfil his own, 

better plans through us.” 
 

 
If you’re like me you feel the weight of this and you’re thinking, but how in the world am I 
going to be able to find joy in trials, steadfastness and growth in my faith? 
 
James shows is in v5  

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, 
and it will be given him. 

 
We can’t do this by ourselves, we need God’s help, we need wisdom 

- These days wisdom can be easily equated with knowledge or intelligence:  
o she’s really wise because she got 100 on that test 

 
- But a biblical understanding of wisdom, is knowing how to live God’s way in God’s 

world6 
o This is why a child who calls out to God for help can be wiser than the adult 

who depends on their own strength 
o Why the poor person who gives generously knowing God will provide for 

them is wiser than the stingy rich person depending in their bank balance 
o Christian wisdom values 

▪ Godliness over cleverness 
▪ Compassion over knowledge 
▪ Generosity over financial advancement 
▪ Justice over intellectual achievement  

 
5 https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-coping-with-disappointments-through-dietrich-
bonhoe/12103822?fbclid=IwAR2QoLasBJWCcO3HIoXdF81DMY4aeChLRxnPyVbpht2T4totRUhCyI6J13k 
6 E.g. Prov 1:1-7 

https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-coping-with-disappointments-through-dietrich-bonhoe/12103822?fbclid=IwAR2QoLasBJWCcO3HIoXdF81DMY4aeChLRxnPyVbpht2T4totRUhCyI6J13k
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-coping-with-disappointments-through-dietrich-bonhoe/12103822?fbclid=IwAR2QoLasBJWCcO3HIoXdF81DMY4aeChLRxnPyVbpht2T4totRUhCyI6J13k
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- Our great need when trials come is not necessarily to understand the why and all the 

ins and outs of our suffering, but to know how to live and draw closer to God  
 
And here’s the thing: God loves to give wisdom to those who ask7 

- Like a parent eager to give good things to their child if they would only ask 
- If we know how to give good gifts to our children being sinners, how much more 

does our loving Father know and long to give us good gifts?8 
 
V6 calls us to ask God boldly, without doubt and with confidence that God will give wisdom 
to us 

- It’s a wonderful reminder about one of the things we should be praying for regularly: 
Lord give me wisdom to understand your world and how I should faithfully respond 
and live for you 

- James warns us against doubting; he’s not talking about the small doubts and niggles 
we all have at times 

o but rather a heart set against God and trusting his promises, a heart that 
constantly flip flops, a heart that’s divided in v89  

 
o You can’t hedge your bets with God, you can’t sit on the fence, you can’t be 

diversified with God 60% invested with God and then 40% trust in your own 
plans and intelligence just in case God doesn’t come through  

 
- The picture James paints of that person is like the swell of the sea, constantly 

changing, never stable, always shifting when winds of trial and hardship come along 
o Maybe you know someone like that 

 
The call to ask God for wisdom to endure trials as Joy should keep us humble, we are 
dependent upon God 

- So trials can be viewed as joy, when endured with steadfastness for the purpose of 
growing in our faith, we need to ask for wisdom to do this 

 
But then in v9-11 James seems to go off track when he talks about the rich and poor, which 
he’ll come back to in ch 2 
 

- But I think James is continuing his treatment of being spiritually whole through trials 
o because both riches and poverty are trials that can test our faith10 
o Poverty may cause us to curse God or depend on him more 
o Riches may cause us to forget God or be thankful and generous 

 

 
7 Calvin as quoted by Moo: Since we see that the Lord does not so require us what is above our strength, but 
that he is ready to help us, provided we ask, let us, therefore, learn whenever he commands anything, to ask of 
him the power to perform it  
8 E.g. Matt 7:7, 11. 
9 The doubter has no anchor of the soul: Heb 6:19. Whereas God is concerned for an undivided heart: e.g. Deut 
6:5 
10 Prov 30:7-9. 
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- The wise person views people rightly as God does not as the world: Your spiritual 
identity is the measure of your ultimate significance11 

 
- The poor believer wisely looks beyond their economic situation and boasts in the 

fact that they are a precious child of God, saved by grace and that their eternity with 
God is secure; totally unaffected by their bank balance 

 
- The rich believer wisely looks beyond their wealth, beyond the strength and security 

it promises but can’t deliver because it passes away and instead boasts in what the 
world sees as weakness 

o that we have a saviour who humbled himself by becoming human and dying 
on a shameful Roman cross 

o We boast in what the world sees as foolishness and weakness because we 
know it is the power and wisdom of God 

 
Friends how are you going through the trials of your good or bad economic situation? 

- How is God testing you to make your spiritually whole? 
 
 
When we get to v12 it seems like James has got back on topic: 

- Keep on going no matter what the trials, because the end is good, the end is secure 
- Those who run the race to the end will receive the crown of life, eternal life12 
- Brothers and sisters don’t give up, no matter how hard the trials, keep your eyes on 

the prize, keep your eyes fixed on Jesus  
 

And just in case some of us may have an objection:  
- Hey wait a minute if God is using these trials to refine us, to grow us more into 

Christ, to strengthen us and we’re faced with very real temptations to give up or give 
in then surely God is tempting us and God is responsible for when we fail in v13 

- We know this don’t we: 
o We lose our job or lots of money and we’re tempted to say: God doesn’t 

provide for me 
o We see a loved one get really sick or we farewell them to the grace and we’re 

tempted to say: God doesn’t really love me 
o We see the pain and injustice in this world and we’re tempted to say: God 

doesn’t care and God’s not just  
 
While God does test our faith in trials, as we see time and again throughout the scriptures, 
he never seeks to lead us to sin and destroy our faith v14 
 

But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then 
desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth 

death. 
 

 
11 E.g. Jer 9:23-24; Isa 40:6b-8, Ps 103:15-16, Ps 49:16-17. 
12 Cf. 1 Cor 9:25, Rev 2:10. 
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The origin and responsibility for sin and death rest entirely on us: 
- Each one of us is responsible, each of our hearts are as Luther said turned in our 

ourselves, Jesus said out of the heart comes our sinful actions and thoughts 
- We can’t pass the buck 
- The problem is we foolishly see the good things of God and we don’t want to use 

them wisely like God wants, we desire for God’s good gifts to become ultimate gifts 
o One of the saddest things in the ministry is seeing people led astray by lies, 

half-truths or distorted truths 
 
 
I don’t know how you’re feeling after all this: maybe weighed down, maybe encouraged, 
maybe a little proud of yourself but I want us to end on v18 
 
18 Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should be a kind 
of firstfruits of his creatures. 
 
This verse reminds us that our unchanging Father has brought us forth, that is given us new 
birth by his word of truth 

- When we hear and trust the good news about Jesus we are born again  
- Our salvation is grounded in the immovable character of God and finished work of 

Christ not on our good works or even our spiritual completeness 
- We have been saved to be different so that we may be the firstfruits, the foretaste 

of God’s great salvation plan 
 
 

 
 



1) What does joy in suffering actually look like and why is it hard to “count it all joy” 
when we’re in the midst of trials? 

a. If you’re interested you can check out these passages as well: Daniel 3:16-18; 
Acts 5:40-42, 16:22-25 

 
2) What are some helpful/unhelpful things we can do to help people during trials? 

 
3) What’s the connection between joy, steadfastness and maturity (perfect & 

complete)? What does it look like and how would you explain these connections to 
your non-Christian friends and how a Christian can actually have joy in trials? 

 
4) If you feel comfortable, share a time when you went through a trial or hardship and 

how God used it to grow you in your faith? 
 

5) We’re told in V5 that God gives wisdom (knowing how to live God’s ways in God’s 
world no matter the situation) generously to those who ask. Why not spend some 
time together praying for just that.  
 

6) What does it look like to be “double-minded” and how can we strengthen each 
other’s faith? 
 

7) Why is it so easy to fall into the trap of valuing people based on their economic 
situation? How does the Gospel transform how we view and treat believers and non-
believers? 
 

8) James gives us the path to destruction: desire-sin-death (vv13-15). Give some 
examples of how particular trials can create certain temptations which could cause 
us to desire, sin and destroy our faith. How can we particularly withstand some of 
the temptations, desires and sin that we’ve just talked about? 
 

9) In your own words, what does the “word of truth” (v18) mean and how does it bring 
about our new birth? How can vv17-18 give us assurance of God’s love and our 
salvation even when we fail to live God’s ways? 

 
Further reading: 
If you want to go deeper into the text, Dr John Dickson’s clear and succinct commentary 
works through the text faithfully and insightfully and provides helpful reflection questions 
after each section. 
 
Dickson, John. James: The Wisdom of the Brother of Jesus (Reading the Bible Today). 
Aquila Press, 2006. 
 
If you want to explore Trials & Suffering; how our culture and other religions understand it, 
what the Bible says and how to support people during suffering Tim Keller’s book is a  
standout work on the topic. Worth reading and coming back to again and again.  
 
Keller, Timothy. Walking with God through Pain & Suffering. Hodder & Stoughton, 2015. 


