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My mother and father had a 40’ Monaco motor home with a Cummins 350 diesel engine.  Before this one they had another one which they bought out of somebody’s front yard.  It was smaller and lighter.  When they would leave Alexandria, VA, where they lived, and hit the mountains of West Virginia, that small and lighter motor home with a gas engine would slow, overheat, and sputter.  Their second motor home, the Monaco, even though it was larger and heavier, had an engine with a design and torque was such that they’d hit those same West Virginia mountains and chew them up.  The vehicle didn’t slow down at all.


Friends, we do not know what is ahead for us in 2007.  But we all want a faith that doesn’t slow, overheat, or peter out, that pulls the mountains.  God wants that too.  He wants us to have a faith that works in real life.  He makes many provisions for this to be so and one of those provisions is a little book tucked into the back of the New Testament called James.  In that book we find instruction for applying faith to real life.  Faith is a gift but it can be left irrelevant, not impacting how we handle life.  It can be left undeveloped, not strengthened.  James will have none of that.  For the next many weeks we are going to read and think about this book of James because I want for me, and Elmer and I want for you, a faith that applies, that develops, that can drive, that can diesel through mountains of life. 

In the name then of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit these words:  James 1:2-12     Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, [3] because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. [4] Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything. [5] If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him. [6] But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. [7] That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord; [8] he is a double-minded man, unstable in all he does. [9] The brother in humble circumstances ought to take pride in his high position. [10] But the one who is rich should take pride in his low position, because he will pass away like a wild flower. [11] For 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. [12] Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.   And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us full of grace and truth and from his fullness have we all received, grace upon grace.  

A preacher began his sermon booming out, “Is anyone here perfect?”  Silence.  “Does anyone here know anyone perfect?”  He was surprised to hear a frustrated voice yell back from the rear pew, “Yeah!  My wife’s first husband!”  Truth is, nobody’s perfect.  Everybody has flaws, problems, and temptations.  Interestingly, this is just how James begins.  It is not at all unlike Scott Peck in his famous book, The Road Less Traveled, where the opening sentence is “Life is difficult.”  That’s how he begins.  That’s how James begins.  
For James, however, although this is where he begins, there is an orientation that arises whereby a difficulty becomes something from which benefit is derived.  He says, “Consider it all joy, my brothers, when you fall into various trials for you know the testing of your faith works patience, patience endurance, and let endurance have its work that you may be perfect and mature.”  Difficulties on the front end and perfect/mature on the back end.  Imperfections used for perfection.  Something hard here and something better over here.  In between there is something that makes a difference – faith.  There’s a faith that works such that problems are turned to profit.  How does a faith that works that way work?  

James gives us some clues to what a working faith does to do that.  He gives us a clue when he says, “Brothers … when you fall into various trials.”  Circle “brothers” and “when.”  See it isn’t if difficulties come but when they come.  Nor is it a matter of difficulties come to those who do not consciously follow Jesus Christ and they do not come to those who do, for that is what “brothers” (and you could add “sisters”) means.  No, it’s when difficulties come to all -- including those who are followers of Jesus.


There’s a bumper sticker that says, “You’re born wet, naked, and hungry – and it gets worse after that!”  That’s not exactly what James is saying.  Job does say that man is born for trouble sure as sparks fly upward.  But James is saying something like, if you are an athlete and you step into the practice arena and you are so flabbergasted when in exertion your pulse increases, your respiratory rate goes up, and you start to perspire that you walk off the field, then he or she cannot profit from the practice.  If you are a person joining a team, and you are clueless about people being different and differences meaning friction at times, and when there is contrariness, you quit, then you cannot benefit from the team or the community.


I once went to a church pot-luck and scooped from the food line a big helping of Jell-O salad that looked like it would be blackberry or cranberry somethingorother.  When I bit into I gagged.  It was beets in Jell-O form!  I was not prepared for that.  To profit from problems, James seems to say that you and I need to be prepared for them, to accept the inevitability of them.  A faith that works takes life as it is not as we wish it would be.  A faith that works in real life understands that Jesus didn’t promise freedom from difficulties, he promised a daily cross.  He didn’t promise to keep us from difficulties, he promised to help us with them.  He didn’t promise to exempt us from difficulties; he said he’d never abandon us in the face of any of them.  He didn’t promise to put us above difficulties; he said he’d weave them together for our good whether they be famine or sword.


James gives us another clue when he says, “Consider it all joy when you fall into various trials knowing that the testing of your faith works patience.”  Circle now “consider” and “testing.”  “Consider” is a mental word.  It means you take something and work it over with your mind.  It doesn’t mean the opposite – that something takes your mind and makes your mind over.  No, you shape it by your pondering.  In modern parlance maybe you’d say you have to have a paradigm shift.


Ever see a 3-D movie?  You get the cardboard or plastic glasses?  Without them you look at the screen and you see a hazy picture.  With them you see a whole new picture!  That’s what James is saying.  And what are you supposed to work over with your mind and see differently?  Trials.  They aren’t trials, they’re tests!  What difference does that make?  It makes a world of difference because I don’t care if it’s a spelling test, an emissions test, a blood test, or a thump test at the watermelon stand, tests are meant to tell you things and help you.  Strengths are conveyed to you.  Places you need to develop are conveyed to you.  A spelling test … you get nine right and one wrong.  Great!  You know these nine words.  You got one wrong and now you know what you have to work on.  
Some tests challenge and develop you.  Apparently, a chrysalis struggles to get out of that cocoon but if you were to do it for it … pick the shell open so it wouldn’t have to struggle, it would not properly develop.  It needs the challenge.  The Bible says, “We are God’s workmanship.”  He’s working on us and he’s using all of the circumstances of life to that end.  When you know that, you don’t giggle in difficulties necessarily, but you can have a different perspective about them.


James gives another clue when he says patience and perseverance.  Those are the words you want to circle now.  Those are hang-in-there words.  Those are stick-with-it words.  Those are don’t-bail-out words.  To profit from our problems we can’t run from them.  


Once in sixth grade we had a long run for PE class and I started to feel uncomfortable so I pretended to fall down and sprain my ankle.  I didn’t learn anything about my condition, my time, or anything, but how to quit.  That’s no good.  With IRA’s -- you know there are penalties for early withdrawals?  That’s what we’re talking about.  Helen Keller said the most significant day of her life was in 1894 when Anne Sullivan, herself blind, came to be Helen’s teacher.  Anne told Helen’s parents that she and Helen would live separately in a cabin far off on the ranch property without interference so that Helen couldn’t quit but would have to learn instead.  Then she broke through to be all the wonderful woman she was. 

Imagine we said, “I am going to be a medical doctor.”  We go off then to first grade and on day two there’s a quiz.  We say, “Whoa, I am not into this, man.  I’m out of here and I am going to be a doctor.”  It doesn’t work that way.  You have tests.  You pass them to go on.  God wants us to be Christ-like and there’s school.  To profit from your problems you have to stay in there.


One final clue for developing a diesel-engine faith.  Maybe it’s hard to hang in there and you don’t know how.  James says, “If you lack wisdom, ask God who gives to all generously, but let him ask in faith without doubt for that man is doubleminded and unstable in all his ways.”  Keep an eye on the words “ask” and “but.”  
We are not to be oblivious to our problems.  We are not to complain about them.  We are not to run from them.  We are not even to single-handedly manhandle them.  We are to pray … pray about them.  God will give the wisdom.  I don’t know all the ways how.  I do know Ed Pollock on the mission field would be trying to build something, be stymied, pray about it, go to bed, and wake up with a solution.  
“But.”  Remember circling that?  Ask in faith.  This isn’t a matter of no question marks in your mind.  That’s not it at all.  He explains by saying, “Don’t be double minded.”  The opposite is singleminded.  Singleminded is a matter of resolution.  God wants us to ask, but with a resolution of really being his and improving toward Christ.  Consider this --  if you’re having marriage problems and you ask a therapist for help but you are undecided if you really want it, are you better off?  No.  Or if the therapist says  take your wife out to dinner, he or she doesn’t say “and check out other women while you’re doing so.”  That’s having a problem and half-heartedly seeking a solution, or seeking a solution and more problems at the same time.  When we ask God for help in our difficulties, really be wanting God’s help.  Don’t pray this prayer with your fingers crossed behind your back.
A faith that works – isn’t surprised by problems but sees them as opportunities to learn, hangs in there, and prays.  What problems are in your life?  As we close, ask God to help you look at them differently, ask God to help you trust his working in them, ask God for staying power, ask God for his wisdom about them all.  

The word of the Lord.
If you would like to talk with someone about this message or your spiritual life, or to have someone pray with you, the pastors and elders of the church would welcome your call.
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