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Summary 

You know how we always talk about being happy, like that's the ultimate goal? 
Well, there's actually a huge difference between being happy and having real joy. 
Happiness is basically just feeling good when good things happen to you, like getting a 
promotion or eating your favorite meal. But joy is this deeper thing, it's like being deeply 
satisfied because you know you're loved and accepted by God, no matter what's 
happening around you. 

So James has this instruction where he basically says when life throws terrible 
stuff at you, consider it a good thing. But here's what he's getting at, it's not that we 
should enjoy suffering, nobody likes going through hard times. It's more like when you're 
lost in the woods, which is terrifying, but then you realize you're not alone, God is right 
there with you. The hard times aren't fun, but they become meaningful because they're 
opportunities to hold onto God tighter. 

Think of it like being a little kid during a thunderstorm. What do kids do? They run 
to their parents, grab onto them, and won't let go. That's actually what we're supposed to 
do with God when life gets rough. Adults try to figure everything out themselves, but 
faith is more about becoming like a child who knows they need their parent. 

We spend so much energy trying to prove we're strong and capable, building up 
this image of having it all together. But trials, those really hard seasons of life, they strip 
all that away. And weirdly, that's actually good because it shows us the truth that we 
can't do life on our own. When we finally admit we need help, God's response is basically, 
"Finally! That's what I've been waiting for." 
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Give Thanks 
 

 

Kicking It Off 

What's something simple that brings you genuine happiness 
(like a favorite coffee drink or a sunny day) versus something 
that gives you deeper satisfaction (like a meaningful 
relationship or accomplishment)? 

 

Read 

James 1:2-4 
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When life gets hard, instead of trying to tough it out alone, the secret is learning to 
hold on tight to God and let Him carry you through. That's where real strength comes 
from, admitting you're not strong enough on your own. 

Discussion Questions 

1.​ Was there anything from the sermon or the passage that stuck out to you? 
2.​ We often pursue happiness through circumstances we can control, but joy comes 

from something deeper. What's one area of your life where you've been chasing 
happiness instead of resting in the joy that comes from knowing God loves you 
regardless of outcomes? 

3.​ Trials have a way of stripping away the image we present to others and ourselves. 
Can you share about a time when a difficult season revealed something about 
yourself that you hadn't wanted to acknowledge? 

4.​ Sometimes we treat our faith like a burden that makes life harder rather than 
recognizing it as the very thing that carries us through. How has your perspective 
on following God shifted from seeing it as an obligation to experiencing it as a 
source of strength? 

5.​ James tells us to consider trials as joy, not because suffering is enjoyable, but 
because these moments invite us to cling tighter to God. What current challenge in 
your life could become an opportunity to deepen your dependence on God rather 
than trying to solve it yourself? 

Significant Quotes from Sermon 

"Joy is what happens as a byproduct of God's blessing. Joy is not a byproduct of happiness. The world's 
happiness does not produce joy, but God's blessing absolutely produces joy. Because God's blessing is not 
just a positive emotion. God's blessing is God saying, 'You are good. You are righteous.'" 

"Trials aren't fun because they reveal you aren't good. Why is that something we can rejoice in? Because 
when we get tested that way, it strips off all the garbage and we are left with our broken selves. But at 
least we don't have these masks on to delude ourselves from thinking we're good. And when these trials 
come, we go before the Lord as we are supposed to, in complete submission, saying, 'Lord, I can't do this 
without you.' And God's response is, 'Exactly.'" 

"Becoming a mature Christian is actually more like becoming a child than becoming an adult. A child's 
response when a storm comes, when something bad happens, is running to their parents. That's a good 
response. An adult can figure it out on themselves. The reason why trials are actually wonderful is because 
the child has an opportunity to say, 'Daddy, can you hold me? Can you help me?'" 

"The joy of clinging to Jesus in this race is saying, 'I'm not very good at running. I'm not very good at doing 
these things in the midst of storms.' And it's in our surrender that Jesus carries us, that he takes us further 
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than we could ever imagine. It is in our weaknesses, in our understanding that we aren't the elite athletes 
we think we are, that we find our strength.”  
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Sermon Notes 

James 1:2-4 
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. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

East Renton Community Church​ ​ ​ ​        ​             eastrentonchurch.org/sermons 



Small Group Leader Packet​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​                        8/31/25  

Outline 

1.​ The Command We Resist (v.2) 
a.​ What the command means 

i.​ Not a suggestion but a command to scattered Jewish believers 
ii.​ Consider/count/take note that God plans to bless through trials 
iii.​ Trials of various kinds, not specific ones every Christian must face 
iv.​ Find deep satisfaction even in dark holes, oppression, injustice 

b.​ What the command doesn't mean 
i.​ Not that we enjoy trials (no one enjoys being lost or in pain) 
ii.​ Not masochism or false positivity 
iii.​ Not optimism or just being strong 
iv.​ Jesus on the cross wasn't laughing; He was in genuine anguish 

c.​ Why we resist 
i.​ Wired for happiness, not joy 
ii.​ Want to fix things ourselves like adults, not run to Father like children 
iii.​ Build facades of being good people 
iv.​ Try to drag Jesus along rather than letting Him carry us 

d.​ The binary choice trials present 
i.​ Cling to God (prayer, surrender, submission) OR do your own thing 
ii.​ God calling "Come to me, I will provide refuge" OR rely on self 
iii.​ Trials wake us up to our need for Him 

2.​ The Process We Need (v.3) 
a.​ The purpose of testing 

i.​ Not to show God how good we are but to reveal we aren't 
ii.​ Strips away facades and self-delusion about our goodness 
iii.​ Breaks down platforms we put ourselves on 
iv.​ Shows we can't overcome darkness, evil, problems on our own 

b.​ The refining process 
i.​ God as refiner's fire, testing if we really want closeness with Him 
ii.​ Relationship requires surrender; He's master, not peer (though also friend) 
iii.​ Trials reveal our inadequacy so we say "I can't do this without You" 
iv.​ God responds "Exactly" 

c.​ Biblical examples 
i.​ Matthew 5:11-12: Blessed when persecuted for Christ's sake 
ii.​ 1 Peter 1:6-7: Trials test genuineness of faith like fire tests gold 
iii.​ Both point to relationship as source of joy in suffering 

d.​ The growth pattern 
i.​ Mature Christians have muscles to cling to Jesus, not stand on own 
ii.​ Like three-legged race where Jesus already won; our job is clinging 
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iii.​ Christianity isn't burden but "cheat code" for life's race 
iv.​ Endurance comes through faith testing, not naturally 

3.​ The Person We Become (v.4) 
a.​ What "perfect" means 

i.​ Not best on planet but complete, whole, as intended 
ii.​ Sin breaks completeness; trials restore it through dependence 
iii.​ Contentment and joy result from wholeness in God 

b.​ The paradox of strength 
i.​ God wants us strong in Him, not on our own 
ii.​ Our strength crumbles; His endures storms 
iii.​ 2 Corinthians 12:9-10: "When I am weak, then I am strong" 
iv.​ Power made perfect in weakness 

c.​ The cycle of joy 
i.​ Praise God despite context leads to contentment 
ii.​ Contentment produces deep satisfaction (joy) 
iii.​ Joy enables us to cling harder in next trial 
iv.​ Creates steadfastness that makes us whole 
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Notes 

When we talk about happiness, blessing, and joy, we often use these words 
interchangeably, but they carry distinctly different weights and meanings. Happiness is 
an emotion, a positive feeling that comes from our circumstances. It's contextual, 
triggered by something we receive or experience. Blessing, particularly in biblical terms, 
goes deeper. While it includes positive emotion, blessing fundamentally means right 
standing with God. It's God's declaration that something is good, that this is how things 
are supposed to be. Joy, however, stands apart from both. Joy emerges as a byproduct 
of God's blessing, not from happiness. This distinction matters enormously because the 
world often teaches us that happiness naturally produces joy, but that's not how it works. 
God's blessing produces joy, and that blessing centers on the cross, on the blood of 
Jesus that cleanses us and gives us eternal relationship with God. Joy, at its core, is deep 
satisfaction. Not satisfaction in our circumstances or possessions, but satisfaction in our 
blessing, in our relationship with God, in our right standing with Him. It's the unshakeable 
knowledge that no matter what happens, God loves us, has called us His own, and has 
covered us with the blood of Jesus. This deep satisfaction transcends positive emotions. 
It's rooted in the understanding that we are accepted as children of God regardless of 
what's happening around us. From this joy flows our ability to give thanks, not for the 
things that make us happy, but because of the blessing God has given us. When we learn 
to rejoice and praise God even when people revile us, we discover how to remain 
steadfast in trials. 

James begins his letter with what seems like an impossible command: "Count it all 
joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds." This isn't a suggestion or gentle 
encouragement. It's a command to the scattered Jewish believers experiencing 
persecution and hardship. James tells them to consider, to count, to take note that in all 
these trials they're experiencing, God's plan is to bless them. The work required of us is to 
see that in trials of various kinds, not just specific trials that every Christian must endure, 
but multiple flavors of difficulty, there is joy to be found. Our job is to find deep 
satisfaction even in dark holes, times of oppression, injustice, and when everything 
seems to be going wrong. 

Let me be absolutely clear about something crucial: the joy doesn't come because 
we enjoy trials. Nobody enjoys trials. What makes trials bearable, what transforms them, 
is that God is with us. God walks alongside us in our trials, and we can count it as joy 
because while we don't like going through difficulty, we can appreciate going through it 
with God. Think of it like being lost in the wilderness. Nobody enjoys being lost, feeling 
that terror of not knowing where you are, especially in the middle of nowhere. But there's 
something transformative about knowing you have the God of all creation with you. Even 
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in the worst moments, when fear grips you and scenarios race through your mind, having 
God's presence changes everything. These trials are never enjoyable in themselves, but 
when we see God's hand providing protection and resources in our hardest times, we 
look back and recognize that God was there. He grew us through those moments. As we 
mature in faith, we learn that trials will come, and instead of being afraid, we learn to 
turn to God, to trust in Him. This grows our relationship with Him, and growing in 
relationship with God is the blessing. It's not about happiness; it's about wanting to get 
closer to God. Sometimes God asks if we're really sure we want that closeness, because 
true closeness requires surrender. God isn't interested in a peer relationship with us. The 
relationship James describes is one of obedience, where we serve a master. 

The blessing comes from understanding that God is our master, and in our finite, 
limited experience, we find blessing when we see ourselves in relation to an eternal, 
universal, magnificent God. We can be friends with God, yes, but not as equals. We're 
able to have Him as a friend while recognizing He is infinitely higher, wiser, and better 
than we are. This relationship focuses less on our context and more on how we view God. 
When we say we want to grow deeper in faith, to get closer to God, we need to 
understand that God isn't tempting us away from Him. He's testing us to see if we really 
want to be with Him. These trials present us with a binary choice: either cling to God, go 
to Him in prayer, surrender, and submit, or do our own thing, find our own way out, live as 
we want. It's simple: cling to Jesus or cling to the world. James explains that we count it 
all joy when we meet trials because these trials are God bending down to us, saying, 
"Come to me. The storm is coming. I will provide refuge and shelter. Come home. Come 
into my arms. But you need to surrender. You need to let go of what you're holding onto." 
Trials can be good because they wake us up to our need for God, to our need for Him to 
hold us, catch us, and rescue us. Maturity in faith means understanding that when trials 
come, we need to rest in the Lord. 

Becoming a mature Christian is actually more like becoming a child than an adult. 
A child's natural response when storms come or something bad happens is to run to their 
parents. That's the good, appropriate response. Adults think they can figure everything 
out themselves, that they don't need help. No parent wants to see their child in pain, and 
God doesn't enjoy watching us struggle. But trials create opportunities for children to 
say, "Daddy, can you hold me? Can you help me? I'm hungry, do you have food? I 
scraped my knee, do you have a bandaid? I'm tired, can you give me a place to sleep? 
I'm wet and cold, can you give me dry clothes?" Parents don't rejoice in their children's 
discomfort; they rejoice because they can feed them, clothe them, give them rest. They're 
happy because their children are coming home, not trying to find rest elsewhere. The 
Lord wants you, and often these trials serve as a wakeup call to come home. Yet we 
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resist this command so strongly. It's easy to preach "count it all joy," but it goes against 
our internal wiring of sin to consider trials as joy. We're wired to seek happiness, to try 
being happy. This isn't about optimism or telling ourselves we shouldn't be hurt, fatigued, 
or tired by trials. Well meaning believers often try to just tough it out, to be strong. But 
James goes deeper than endurance. He's talking about why we endure. When we go 
through trials, we must connect them to our relationship with God. We must connect our 
difficulties to the reality that the sovereign God who has all things in His hands, who 
knows us by name, who loves and cares for us, is allowing us to go through these trials. 
He's calling us into them. There's a command to trust in joy that God has us even in the 
darkest places. 

Jesus addressed this in the Sermon on the Mount: "Blessed are you when others 
revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 
Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the 
prophets who were before you." Jesus goes even further than James, telling us to rejoice 
and be glad. This isn't masochism, enjoying when people yell at us or curse us out. Jesus 
points to relationship. He's saying we're blessed because they hate us on His account, 
because we bear His name. We can find joy in trials not because they're enjoyable, but 
because they point to the truth that in these trials we still have relationship with the Most 
High God. Nothing in this world can touch or change that. God loves us, knows us, calls 
us by name to be with Him forever. Our names are written in the book of life. Once we 
focus on God's promises, it doesn't matter what people scream at us or call us. It still 
hurts, the emotions aren't fun, it's not enjoyable. When Jesus was persecuted, crowned 
with thorns, and whipped, He wasn't laughing or saying it was the best day of His life. He 
was tired, broken, hurting. This rejoicing isn't false positivity, fake cheerfulness that 
pretends everything's fine. Jesus was in pain and anguish. There was mourning and 
lament. No one witnessing the crucifixion thought it was wonderful. Being a Christian 
doesn't mean having fake joy. It means that even in moments like Christ hanging on the 
cross, we say we don't understand what's happening, but God is still good. We don't 
comprehend God's plan, but we know He has one and it's good. That's where rejoicing 
comes from. It's not looking at trials and celebrating job loss, sickness, or hospital stays. 
The point of church isn't to pretend happiness because we're blessed. The church exists 
to hurt with one another. Emotions are allowed to be negative, burdens are allowed to 
exist. But even in negative emotions, we declare blessing because regardless of context, 
the work of the cross remains. Faith in the cross means believing in a God who can 
redeem our struggles, who raised Jesus from the dead, and who can therefore solve our 
trials, persecutions, and difficulties. 
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These trials are built to give us greater faith in a God whose will matters more than 
ours. James tells us that the testing of our faith produces steadfastness. We're supposed 
to consider trials as joy because God is building and growing our faith. When we 
experience trials, our job isn't just to endure. It's to consider them joy, to find this 
relationship with the God who loves us and has called us by name in the midst of trials. 
That consideration of joy leads to endurance. It's about finding joy in trials, finding 
relationship with God in dark times. This testing, where we cling to God in our darkest 
moments, produces endurance and steadfastness in us. We all want to be steadfast, to 
have endurance, to run well and do life well, because life is long with many ups and 
downs. We'd love to endure trials easily, so we make our own plans for producing 
steadfastness. But steadfastness comes through testing of faith. If you want your faith 
to grow, you will go through trials and testings. God wants to refine you in the refiner's 
fire. Faith doesn't naturally or magically mature. We're called to rely on Him in all things, 
yet we too easily want endurance without the process. 

When we honestly examine ourselves, we realize that when we stand before God, 
we won't live up to His standard. Trials are valuable because they strip away facades and 
fake platitudes about being good people. Trials reveal we're not that great or perfect. 
This is what we rejoice in. Trials aren't fun because they reveal our inadequacy, but we 
can rejoice because when we're tested this way, all the garbage gets stripped off and 
we're left as our broken selves. At least we don't have masks deluding us into thinking 
we're good. When trials come, we go before the Lord in complete submission, saying we 
can't do this without Him. And God says, "Exactly." 

We might feel we've failed the test, unable to overcome darkness, evil, or 
problems. We feel defeated. But God says we're not defeated. The trial's purpose was to 
refine us, to lead us where we're not in charge or control. Trials are good because we 
realize we're not that great. But we're not rejoicing in our inadequacy; we're rejoicing that 
God is greater. We rejoice because He is good. The world and sin want us to build 
ourselves up, to show how great we are. Trials break down those pedestals and 
platforms, leaving us with nothing. That's not enjoyable or fun. But we rejoice because 
God still loves us when we're completely broken down. 

When we go through trials and cling to God, He lifts us out. He sustains us. Even 
when trials slay us, He resurrects us. The whole process of God giving eternal life means 
nothing can separate us from God, and God won't lose. Peter echoes this, explaining that 
we rejoice though we're grieved by various trials so that the tested genuineness of our 
faith, more precious than gold refined by fire, may result in praise, glory, and honor at 
the revelation of Jesus Christ. These hardships must result in praise. 
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These trials often lead us to dark places where we're broken, realizing we're not 
good enough, can't hold life together, can't make everyone like us, can't make everything 
go well. We find ourselves feeling that everyone hates us, no one cares, sees, notices, or 
hears us. In those moments, the Holy Spirit calls us to come home despite the storms, 
difficulties in relationships, economics, and countless other ways. Faith is accepting that 
invitation home despite feeling undeserving. Faith is that movement back to God. When 
we're home with the Father, having surrendered, it results in praise. Being home means 
we're not in charge; it's His home, His rules. Being a believer means saying God's rules 
are good and perfect. The praise we give God declares that He loved sinners like us. 
When we go through trials of various kinds, we can consider them joy because God is 
calling us home, calling us to cling to Him. These trials will come. People will hate us 
simply for claiming to love God, calling us hypocrites because we're not perfect. Standing 
by our values and God's rules will make people hate us. The key in these moments is 
intimate time with God, understanding that He's with us in trials. 

James says to let steadfastness have its full effect, that we may be perfect and 
complete, lacking nothing. Perfect here means complete, whole, as we're supposed to be. 
Sin breaks what God intended to be complete. When we consider trials as joy because of 
our relationship with God through Christ, it produces steadfastness, endurance to cling 
to God during life's hardships. This clinging, this praise and thanksgiving even in darkest 
times, leads to experiencing completeness and wholeness, which is contentment and joy. 
The more we praise God and give thanks, the more content we become with deep 
satisfaction. We see we're happy because we're blessed, because even in storms, God 
loves us. We cling harder and deeper to Him, and that clinging creates satisfaction and 
steadfastness that makes us feel whole. God wants us strong, but not on our own. He 
wants us strong in Him. There's an enormous difference because strength on our own will 
crumble, unable to calm life's storms. He wants us strong enough to cling to Him. We 
become perfect and complete only when clinging to the Lord. Paul captures this 
beautifully: "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. 
Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ 
may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, 
hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong." 

The joy of clinging to Jesus is recognizing we're not good at running life's race, not 
good at handling storms. In our surrender, Jesus carries us further than we could 
imagine. In our weaknesses, understanding we're not the elite athletes we imagine 
ourselves to be, unable to carry life's burdens or overcome trials and temptations, we 
discover the point: to consider it joy that we have a Savior who died for us so we can run 
the race on His back, by His power, not ours. The more we run with His power, the more 
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we recognize our weakness. When we recognize our weakness, we find our strength. This 
is all about worship. The application is worship. When we go through trials of various 
kinds, we give thanks to God for trials, not because we enjoy them, but because we see 
them as invitations to cling to Him. He wants us to cling to Him. True worship isn't fake 
interaction with God or lip service. It's allowing Him to interact with our hearts. We tell 
Him how much we're hurting, how scared we are, everything we're lamenting. While doing 
that, we learn to thank Him that He still loves us. In those moments of reality, tears may 
fall as we recognize that God knows our names, sees us, knows how hard things are. We 
compose ourselves with gratitude, finding strength to cling more to Him today. As you go 
through your trials, consider it joy to cling to Jesus as He loves you and knows you by 
name. 
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Blog 

      When life falls apart, our first instinct isn't usually gratitude. We don't wake up 
thankful for the layoff notice. We don't celebrate a bad medical diagnosis. We don't 
rejoice when relationships fracture. But James opens his letter to suffering Christians 
with one of Scripture's most counterintuitive commands: "Count it all joy, my brothers, 
when you meet trials of various kinds." 

     This isn't positive thinking. It's not denial. James writes to Jewish Christians 
scattered by persecution, people who've lost homes, businesses, and community. He 
knows their pain is real. Still, he insists they can find joy in their trials. Not because 
suffering itself is good, but because God accomplishes something extraordinary through 
it. 

     We need to understand what James means by joy. The Greek word he uses, chara, 
describes something deeper than happiness. Happiness depends on circumstances. Joy 
exists despite them. It's a settled confidence that God remains sovereign even when life 
spins out of control. Think about Jesus in Hebrews 12:2, who "for the joy set before him 
endured the cross." The cross brought agony, not happiness. But Jesus saw beyond the 
immediate pain to the ultimate purpose. That's the joy James describes. James says 
"when" you meet trials, not "if." Trials aren't optional in the Christian life. They're 
guaranteed. Jesus promised this in John 16:33: "In this world you will have trouble." The 
question isn't whether we'll face trials. It's how we'll respond when they arrive. James 
uses an interesting phrase: trials of "various kinds." The Greek word poikilos means 
multicolored or diverse. Your trials won't look like mine. Some face financial pressure that 
threatens to crush them. Others battle chronic illness that won't relent. Some watch 
marriages deteriorate despite their best efforts. Others struggle with children who've 
walked away from faith. The trials vary, but the invitation remains the same. Count it all 
joy. 

     But why? How can we possibly view our worst moments as occasions for joy? 
James explains: "for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness." 
There's the key. Trials test faith, and tested faith produces something we desperately 
need. The word "testing" comes from dokimion, a term from metallurgy. Ancient refiners 
heated metal until impurities rose to the surface, then skimmed them away. The process 
required intense heat. It took time. But it produced pure, strong metal. That's what trials 
do for faith. They reveal what's genuine and burn away what isn't. 

     We live in a culture that avoids discomfort at all costs. We've got pills for every 
pain, distractions for every difficulty. We've created entire industries devoted to 
eliminating struggle from human experience. Yet James suggests struggle serves a 
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purpose we can't afford to miss. Untested faith remains weak faith. A muscle that's never 
strained never grows. A faith that's never challenged never deepens. 

     Think of Peter's story. Before his trials, Peter overflowed with self confidence. "Lord, 
I'll never deny you," he insisted. "I'll die for you." Then came the test. A servant girl's 
question sent him into a spiral of denial and cursing. The trial revealed Peter's faith was 
weaker than he imagined. But that wasn't the end. After his restoration, Peter became 
the rock Jesus said he would be. The same man who denied Christ before a servant girl 
later defied the Sanhedrin. He rejoiced when beaten for preaching Christ's name. The 
trial that exposed his weakness ultimately produced his strength. 

     James says trials produce "steadfastness." Other translations use "perseverance" 
or "endurance." The Greek word hypomonē means more than just surviving. It describes 
active perseverance, staying power under pressure. It's not gritting your teeth until the 
storm passes. It's growing stronger because of the storm. We often pray for God to 
remove our trials. That's not wrong. Paul prayed three times for God to remove his thorn 
in the flesh. But sometimes God has a different plan. Sometimes He wants to produce 
something in us that only trials can create. Steadfastness can't develop in comfort. It 
requires resistance. 

     Think about physical training. Nobody gets stronger by lifting empty bars. Growth 
requires weight, resistance, challenge. The burn tells you something's happening. The 
soreness signals growth. What feels like breakdown actually builds strength, if you 
persist. Spiritual growth works the same way. The trials that threaten to break us can 
actually build us, if we let them. 

     That brings us to James's next statement: "And let steadfastness have its full 
effect." Notice the word "let." We have a role to play. God uses trials to produce 
steadfastness, but we must cooperate with the process. We can short circuit what God 
wants to accomplish. We can grow bitter instead of better. We can harden instead of 
mature. Or we can submit to the work God wants to complete. The goal James describes 
is important; "that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing." The word 
"perfect" doesn't mean sinless. The Greek word teleios means mature, complete, having 
reached the intended goal. It's the word used for fruit that's fully ripe or an animal that's 
full grown. God wants to bring us to spiritual maturity, and trials are part of His method. 

     This challenges how we typically think about spiritual growth. We assume growth 
comes through more knowledge, better programs, different strategies. We read another 
book, attend another conference, try another discipline. These things matter, but James 
suggests the primary path to maturity runs through trials. Real growth happens when 
faith gets tested in real life. 
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     This doesn't mean God causes all our suffering. Scripture distinguishes between 
trials God allows and suffering that results from living in a broken world. James doesn't 
elaborate on that distinction here. He simply assumes God remains sovereign over our 
trials and uses them for our growth. Joseph understood this when he told his brothers, 
"You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good." We need wisdom here. Not every trial 
comes from God's hand, but God can use every trial for His purposes. The cancer might 
result from living in a fallen world. The betrayal might come from someone's sin. The loss 
might stem from factors beyond anyone's control. But God wastes nothing. He weaves 
even our worst moments into His plan for our maturity. 

     How do we actually do this? How do we count trials as joy when everything in us 
wants to complain, escape, or despair? James doesn't give us a detailed method, but the 
command itself suggests a starting point. "Count" or "consider" is a mental act. It's a 
choice about how we interpret our circumstances. We decide whether to see trials as 
meaningless suffering or meaningful training. This doesn't happen automatically. Our 
default response to trials is rarely joy. We need to train our minds to think biblically about 
suffering. When trials hit, we need to ask different questions. Instead of "Why me?" we 
can ask "What might God want to produce through this?" Instead of "When will this 
end?" we can ask "How can I cooperate with what God is doing?" Instead of "This is 
destroying me," we can declare "God is refining me." 

     Paul models this perspective in 2 Corinthians 4. He catalogues his sufferings 
(persecution, beatings, confusion, strikes) then concludes, "So we do not lose heart. 
Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. For 
this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all 
comparison." Light momentary affliction? Paul had been stoned, shipwrecked, and 
whipped. But compared to eternity, even these severe trials seemed light and 
momentary. 

     We also need to remember we don't face trials alone. James writes to "brothers," 
using plural language throughout. We're part of a community. Others have walked similar 
paths. They can remind us of truth when pain clouds our vision. They can point to God's 
faithfulness when we only see problems. They can help us count it all joy when joy feels 
impossible. The early church understood this. Acts tells us they rejoiced when persecuted 
because they were "counted worthy to suffer for the Name." They supported each other 
through trials. They shared resources. They encouraged one another. They reminded each 
other that temporary suffering produced eternal glory. Together, they learned to give 
thanks in trials. 

     This brings us back to worship. Giving thanks during trials is ultimately an act of 
worship. It declares that God is good even when life isn't. It proclaims His sovereignty 
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when everything feels chaotic. It trusts His purposes when we can't see the outcome. 
This kind of worship doesn't deny pain or pretend everything's fine. It acknowledges the 
trial while affirming God's faithfulness. 

     Job exemplified this worship. After losing everything (children, wealth, health) he 
declared, "The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the 
Lord." That's not resignation. It's worship. It's choosing to bless God's name even in 
devastating loss. It's counting it all joy, not because loss brings happiness, but because 
God remains worthy of praise. We're not called to manufacture fake joy or pretend trials 
don't hurt. Lament has its place in faith. Jesus wept. He felt anguish in Gethsemane. Paul 
spoke of his deep sorrow. But even in lament, we can maintain underlying joy, a 
confidence that God remains good and His purposes will prevail. 

     As we prepare our hearts for deeper study of this passage, we need to honestly 
assess where we stand. What trials are we currently facing? How have we been 
responding? Have we allowed bitterness to take root? Have we resisted what God might 
want to accomplish? Have we isolated ourselves instead of leaning into community? 

     The invitation remains open. We can count our trials as joy. Not because they're 
pleasant, but because God uses them to complete His work in us. Every trial offers an 
opportunity for growth. Every test can strengthen faith. Every challenge can produce 
steadfastness. But we must choose. Will we cooperate with what God wants to 
accomplish, or will we resist? 
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