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Part 2 – Joy in Trials  
 
James 1:2-4     
After his unusually brief opening, James moves 
immediately to exhortation. The first issue James takes on 
is that of trials. This is surely an indication of the conditions 
in which his readers found themselves. He was writing to 
men and women whose Christian commitment had brought 
them into conflict and material deprivation. These Christians 
were in the crucible of a variety of trials. Though it will 
become clear that James sympathizes with these suffering 
brothers and sisters, his immediate concern is to help them 

see the purpose of their trials so that they might offer the proper response. And the proper Christian 
response to trials is as other-worldly as the faith itself: “Count it all joy…” 
 

1. The inevitability of trials  
Vs. 2b – “…when you meet trials of various kinds…” 

 James is not speculating. Trials are not a matter of “if” but “when.”  

 It is important to remember that James is writing to Christians who are in the midst of significant trials. 
These Jewish converts to Christ have been exiled from their families and culture resulting in poverty. Add 
to this the increasing persecution from Rome. Yet James does not commiserate with his brothers and 
sisters. He does not lash out and cry “Injustice!” at the situation. He carefully avoids adding any bitterness 
to their hearts. Instead he launches into the body of his letter with an unambiguous exhortation to respond 
to trials of all kinds with a pure joy (more on that later).  

 The word translated “trials” () is part of the same word group from which we get our word 

“tempt” (1:13-14). The context determines which word is best employed. The meaning can range from 
“an outward trial or process of testing or…the inner enticement to sin.”1 In this case, it is the former 
meaning which is clearly intended. Being a Christian is no shelter from the trials of living in a sinful and 
fallen world. And, indeed, beyond the trials which are common to all people living in this world, Christians 
face additional trials unique to their identification with Jesus.  

 Complementing the inevitability of trials is their multiplied variety. The word translated “various” carries 
with it the idea of “many-colored, diversified, complex.”2 Trials come to us in ways which are as varied 
and complex as the world around us. There are trials which are connected to relational conflict, physical 
health, vocation, emotional health, and spiritual depression. There are trials which do their damage in an 
instant and others which gnaw at us for years. There are trials from which we recover and others which 
leave their mark on us for the rest of our lives.  

 

2. The immediate product of trials  
Vs. 3 – “…for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness.” 

 Notice that James is not claiming a secret knowledge concerning trials. He is appealing to truth which 
ought to be clear and treasured by every Christian: “For you know…” James is referring to doctrine here. 
His readers knows enough about God from the Scriptures that they can be confident that he will use the 
testing of their faith in order to produce steadfastness. They “know” about God’s goodness and 
sovereignty even in their severest trials.  

 The word translated “testing” () differs from that translated as “trials” in the previous verse. “The 

implication here is of testing that leads to approval, a proving of the worth of something.”3 

 The word translated “steadfastness” () carries with it the meaning of a strong and active 

patience. New Testament scholar Martin Dibelius calls it “heroic endurance.” A tested faith is not merely 
hard and therefore brittle. Rather, a tested faith is one which is tough. It endures through the stretching 
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and straining and heavy blows of life. Steadfastness is “faith stretched out.”4 The Apostle Paul appeals 
to the same truth in Romans 5:3, “But we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 
endurance.”  

 

3. The greater purpose of trials  
Vs. 4 – “And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” 

 Beyond producing steadfastness in this life, there is an even more far reaching purpose to our trials. God 
uses trials in the lives of his people to continue their sanctification; to further their holiness.  

 The term translated “full effect” can also be rendered “perfect work.” It points to the full extent of the 
steadfastness produced in trials. It is a term by which James “summarizes the many dimensions of the 
ideal Christian character.”5 The Revised English Bible renders it, “Let endurance perfect its work in you 
that you may become perfect.” James is not suggesting that the Christian may attain a fully completed 
sanctification in this lifetime. He is referring to the ultimate goal which will only be perfectly realized in the 
age to come. However, we must be careful not to “lower the bar” or otherwise blunt James’ challenging 
words. God’s greater purpose for us in trials is nothing less than our complete conformity to Christ. 
Through our trials God is going about making us holy even as he is holy.  

 

4. The calculated response to trials  
Vs. 2a – “Count it all joy my brothers when you meet trials of various kinds.”  

 This is the first of the 46 exhortations in James. “Count it,” is the language of calculation; of measurement. 
Based upon what “you know” (vs. 3) James is calling us to add joy to our trials. 

 Take careful note of James’ language. He tells us to take the proper measurements of our circumstances 
and then respond with “all joy” or “pure joy.” He does not tell us to respond to our trials with nothing but 
joy. Rather the modifier “all” (or “pure”) applies to the quality of the joy itself. It is not meant to suggest 
that the sole response to trials is joy and joy alone. The Bible is filled with examples of men and women 
who met trials with both joy and sorrow. There are varied responses to varied trials and James is not 
denying this. Rather he is telling us that the Christian properly calculates the greater purpose of his trials 
and rightly adds a pure sort of joy to the pain and sorrow brought about by the trial.  

 The “all” or “pure” joy James is referring to is deeper than superficial gladness. It is robust and capable 
of occupying the Christian heart alongside sorrow and pain. The Apostle Paul, describes the Christian as 
“sorrowful but always rejoicing” (2 Corinthians 6:10). He describes the experience of being “struck down 
but not destroyed” (2 Corinthians 4:7-9).  

 So we see that James is not suggesting some sort of reality-denying or superficial giddiness in the face 
of trials. Rather, he is pleading for a carefully measured response of joy which finds its support in the 
ultimate product of those trials which come our way. 

 

Theology Applied:    
1. Avoid passivity in your trials. 

 The fruit of endurance and maturity that come from God through trials are not automatic regardless of 
our attitudes and beliefs. Most, if not all of us, know professing Christians whose hearts were hardened 
in times of testing. If we do not carefully tend our hearts and minds with the means God has provided us 
in his church, then trials can easily make us bitter and unbelieving.  

2. Don’t deprive one another of the truth in times of testing. 

 There is an unsettling tendency among many Christians to mock the idea of speaking God’s Word to one 
another in our trials as though taking someone to the Scriptures is somehow insensitive or impractical. 
Certainly we must carefully avoid being harsh or glib in our manner of communication to those who are 
encountering trials. But what we need in our testing is not sentimental cordials but the genuine comfort 
of God’s own words.  

3. Your sorrow is not unbelief.  

 Remember that in the heart of the Christian, joy and sorrow can and often do coexist. There is a time for 
weeping. There is a faith-filled sorrow which carefully assesses the sad consequences of sin without 
abandoning the legitimate cause for joy in the life of the Christian. 
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