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“Vital Christianity”

The Pressure Test

James 1:2-4

September 10, 2006


Our prayer requests on any given Sunday morning remind us that bad things happen to bad people and good people alike. None of us is going to escape bad things. Sooner or later it is going to be our turn. WHY? We are doing our best to be the kind of people God wants us to be. Why does God allow bad things to happen to us? A question that has plagued human beings from the beginning.


Here we are, doing just fine, feeling pretty good for our age, and a regular physical check up reveals cancer. Before we can get our minds around it we are scheduled for surgery, chemotherapy, radiation. All the plans that we had are either put on hold or cancelled. And after all of that sometimes it comes back. Why do things like this happen to us?


We go to work doing the normal excellent job we have always done. The boss calls a meeting and we learn that the company’s latest earnings haven’t been as good as they should have been and they have decided to downsize us right out of a job. Why does God allow that to happen? Why me?


Our marriage seems so stable, so comfortable, till one day we come home to find the note and the empty closet. Why?


James says we can expect trials of many kinds. Where do they come from? Why do we get caught in the middle? Why doesn’t God protect us? Important questions that deserve good answers and we are going to try to tackle them today.


First, where do these trials come from? Occasionally I will hear someone say, “I must have done something wrong because God is punishing me.” It may indeed be true that we have done something “wrong”, in fact it is pretty likely that we have made some poor choices that didn’t please God. But it is wrong to assume that our error has triggered God’s retribution. Trials and tribulations come to us from many directions and for many reasons.


1. Sometimes the problems we face are our fault. We make choices that go against God’s will for us. Isaiah 59:2 says, “your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.” We shouldn’t be surprised when our sinful choices reap us pain. If you cheat on your marital promises you may very well find your life turned upside down. If you get lung cancer or heart disease after years of smoking don’t blame God. If you spend your life playing with potentially deadly creatures like Steve Irwin did is it God’s fault you get killed by one of them? Of course not. Sometimes our choices cause us trials and God has little to do with it.


2. We live in a fallen world where perfectly good people also have terrible things happen to them. In Luke 13 there is a story about a tower that fell killing 13 people. When the twin towers of the World Trade Center fell, did all those people die because they were being punished for their sins by God? Jesus answered NO! in Luke 13 and he would probably answer the same today.


Jesus had terrible trials in his life. Did he sin and deserve them? Of course not. We live in a fallen world that has not been perfect in a long, long while. Good things happen to us but so do bad things. It is the normal ebb and flow of life.


3. Satan causes some bad things to happen. In Matthew 4 we are told that Satan tried to lure Jesus away from his appointed task in life. Colossians 2 warns us that Satan will use others to deceive us into difficult situations with “find sounding arguments”.


4. No doubt, God allows trials to come to us. It must be so because we believe that God is in absolute control of all things. The entire story of Job is about God allowing bad things to happen to a good man. Psalm 24 says, “The earth is the Lords and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it”. God is in control. Nothing happens unless he allows it.

Why does God allow trials and temptation?


James answers the question in verses three and four, and in those two verse we can find three reasons why trials are allowed by God and can be considered something good for us.


1. Verse three says trials “test our faith”. Testing should be looked at in two ways. God knows where we place our faith so the test isn’t so God can learn something about us, the test is for us.

a. Trials will eventually reveal to us where we are placing our faith. It is good to have faith in your doctors and your friends and yourself. But ultimately that faith in people and self must be supported by faith in God. Trials and tribulations force us to evaluate where we place the most faith. Sometimes trials force us to trust God.


b. Testing is also an exercise that makes us better. One of the finest knives in the world is made from Damascus steel. The process of making Damascus steel is brutal! High carbon steel is heated to white hot and then pounded thin and folded on itself. Then reheated to white hot again and the folded steel pounded together and thin again. This process is repeated hundreds of times. The pounding process gradually aligns the steel’s internal structure until the material become unusually strong and flexible. A Damascus steel knife is almost impossible to break and holds a razor sharp edge. The repeated “testing” is a purifying process that makes it better. So to is testing for us. Trials refocus and strengthen our faith.


2. Difficult challenges develop in us perseverance. Perseverance is the English translation of the Greek word that means to bear up under, to endurance, to have staying power.


Once upon a time a rancher had an old dog that fell into a well. The well had just about run dry and the old dog seemed to be on his last leg. So, the rancher decided that neither was worth saving, he would bury the dog and fill the well at the same time. So he began to shovel dirt into the well. As the rancher began shoveling, the dog in the dark at the bottom of the well took a shovel full of dirt on his back, shook himself and stepped on the new dirt. Each time a shovel full of dirt hit his back the dog would shake off the dirt and step up. No matter how painful those shovels of dirt were the dog just kept shaking and stepping. Until finally the dog, battered and exhausted stepped triumphantly over the wall of that well. What he thought would bury him actually saved him because of the way handled the trial. Perseverance is the ability to shake it off and step up when a load of trials are dumped on you. Trials develop staying power.


3. Trials purify our walk. Proverbs 3:11 says “My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline and do not resent his rebuke, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he delights in”. Discipline from a parent is never pleasant and a rebuke from someone we know loves us puts a lot of pressure on us and is difficult to swallow. But correction and rebuke helps us to become the person God created us to be. The pressure trials put on us makes our lives more suitable for God’s purposes.


Every once in a while I make repairs on the sprinkler system here at the church or at my house. The work is messy but the technical skills are minimal. All you have to do is be sure the parts are thoroughly glued and the fit is tight. I have learned that it is best to do a pressure test before you shovel the mud back in the hole, otherwise you may end up digging it all out again. The proof is in the pressure. It is the same with us. The pressure of trials tests to see if we are “lacking anything”, and reveals to us whatever that lack is.


No one here would voluntarily go through cancer or surgery or the tragic loss of a loved one or any of a hundred other potential trials. But many of you here today would agree that your experience in those trials changed you in some very good ways. No matter where the trials come from God will use them to help us mature into the people he wants us to be. That is why James says that we can consider trials as a good thing. 


Some of you here today are carrying heavy burdens. They hurt. They are unpleasant. Sometimes they make you despair and cry out for relief. Sometimes you get angry at the burden, even at God. But we must always remind ourselves of what James has told us. We are growing up to be God’s sons and daughters and the process can at times be very painful. But God promises us that the end result will be heavenly joy. Amen.
