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“Consider it pure joy…”

1. Because you know the result of your training 

2. Because you know the love of your trainer
What do you consider pure joy?  Before you begin that list, may I remind you that this is pure joy—something that is completely encompassed by joy, all joy, total joy, nothing but the ultimate in joy.  How long is your list?  I suppose you might come up with more things the more time I actually give you to think about it.  Did any of these things make the list?

Finding out that your body is being eaten up by cancer.

Your parents getting divorced.

Being up to your eyeballs in debt and not being able to crawl out of that whole no matter how fiscally responsible you have been.

Losing your job in a single income family.

Getting picked on by your classmates at school to the point where you are just crying.

James would put those on the list.  He writes: 2 Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds… I believe that the most painful moments of your life all fit into that category “trials of many kinds.”  And so when you had to go through them in the past or when you go through them in the future, remember that they are not pure torture but instead the ultimate in joy.
And to that comment I’m sure that there are many of you who just responded, “No way!  These are not pure joy and I know what you’re trying to say pastor, but there is no way that I could possibly be joyful at a time like this.  I can’t even fake it let alone actually be full of pure joy for this.  Good in theory…completely impossible in practice.”
I agree with you, but I’m not changing my assertion this morning.  The assertion that these hardships are pure joy is not one that I am making, but one that the Holy Spirit is making through James and so it must be true.  What needs to change is the way we look at it.  Notice what James’ first word is: consider. 
The picture we need to have in mind in order to consider these words is the picture of an athlete.  There are two things coming up in August that are perfect for this picture—training camp for the NFL and the Olympics.  How well would your NFL team fare if the players hadn’t done a thing since the playoffs but stay at home and enjoy their vacation during the offseason?  They would be horrible.  The amount of physical training and practice that goes into a competitive NFL season is intense.  They never stop.  They are always pushing themselves.  It is never easy for them, no matter the fact that they are professional athletes.  They have to train and train hard.  The same is true of an Olympic athlete. Think of the hours and the years that each of them has put into a single-minded focus on their sport.  Think of the sacrifices and hardships.  Think of how many field trials that they had to pass just to make the team.  
So are these people sick in the head?  What constitutes as physical torture to us is pure joy for them.  It is pure joy not because it is easy.  It is pure joy not because it doesn’t hurt.  It is pure joy because they have in mind the end result of their training.  

Their muscles are strained under the pressure of the training.  But that strain makes them stronger.  Their reflexes get faster and they gain more and more experience from each training session, each race, each hurdle along the way.  Bigger, faster, smarter, stronger.  They become complete athletes, mature and ready to face any opponent, complete in their physical capabilities.   
The same is true for you, Christians!  Your faith is like a muscle.  Under stress or pressure it is strained, but the straining produces strength in the end.  Faith is trust.  You trust that God is a God of his Word.  And God allows things to come your way in life that put that trust to the test.  The testing of a child of God always has two options—the reality of the situation or the reality of God’s promise.  
Look at the Israelites in our first reading.  God put their trust in him to the test.  God had promised that he would bring them up out of Egypt and into their own land.  And now a thundering herd of Egyptian soldiers brought a new reality to the table that would test the limits of their trust in God’s promise.  

God himself had placed them in this position.  He had told Moses that he himself would harden Pharaoh’s heart so that he would decide to come after them to destroy them.  And in the face of this test they cried out, “"Was it because there were no graves in Egypt that you brought us to the desert to die? What have you done to us by bringing us out of Egypt? 12 Didn't we say to you in Egypt, 'Leave us alone; let us serve the Egyptians'? It would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the desert!"
Look at Peter in our gospel reading.  Peter boldly requests to walk on water and Jesus invites him out.  But then a new reality presented itself as he saw the effects of the wind on the waves and impossibility of what he was doing.  And faced with trusting his Savior’s words in this particular situation or trusting what he knew to be true about humans walking on waves, he wavered, faltered and began to sink.  


It was not that the Israelites did not believe in God.  It was not that Peter didn’t believe that Jesus was God himself and able to do anything.  It was the fact that they did not put their trust in a specific promise of God in a specific situation.  

And so it is with us.  We know we have a God who says nothing—not even death itself can separate us from him and his love.  We know we have a God who says, “Don’t worry about what you’ll eat or what you’ll wear because I know what you need and will provide it.”  We have a God who says, “I will work all things for your good so that even the worst things work out for you in the end.”  And we know these words by heart and we believe that they are true and we trust God, until…
He puts that trust to the test.  

“Here, now you have cancer and you might just die and leave your family and your unfinished life behind not having ended your days the way that you planned on.  Do you trust my promise that I am stronger than death itself?  Do you trust that my strength is made perfect in your weakness?”  

“Here, now with the economy in the tank you’re going to have to give up all of your luxuries and live paycheck to paycheck.  Do you trust that I am sufficient for you that you can have nothing a be content because you have me?  Do you trust that I know what you need—and though it may not be what you want it will be enough and I will provide?”

“Here, now your family is a mess and Satan and your own sinful natures have combined to make a shambles of everything.  Do you trust that I have defeated his power and that I am stronger than him and can restore all things?”  

“Here, now your spouse who was as much a part of you as your own body has been taken from you by death and you feel the gnawing ache of an amputee.  Do you trust that I am still with you and that my promises that I made to your spouse means that they are now living even though they have died?”

And when faced with these trials, these test runs of our faith, many times we falter.  We become angry with God or confused by what he has allowed.  We know his promises are true and yet we can’t apply those promises to our specific situation because we’re in the middle of it and suffering it.  

 But we get through them.  And we learn through them that God has not left us.  We learn that our faith may have faltered, but God has not.  He will never falter.  He swept in and blasted the Egyptians back with cloud and fire while parting a sea and drying the land so that his children—who had just failed a test—could walk through.  He let the Egyptians through so that they could get right where he wanted them to be—in the path of his destruction and he wiped them off the face of the earth.  And how did the Israelites respond when they saw the LORD make good on his promise even after they had been weak?  31 And when the Israelites saw the great power the LORD displayed against the Egyptians, the people feared the LORD and put their trust in him and in Moses his servant.
Jesus reached our a hand to a man who has dropping down into the waves and pulled him out and up into a boat and calmed the wind behind him.  And how did the disciples—including Peter respond?  33Then those who were in the boat worshiped him, saying, "Truly you are the Son of God."   

God is the trainer.  No trainer has it in mind to destroy the athlete he is working with.  Instead he puts them through the tough paces because he knows what will best improve them.  And he is there all along, the whole way through.  If they need water, he is there.  If they need a spotter in case the weight is too heavy, they are there.  If they need that push of an encouraging word, they are there.  

God is the trainer.  We consider our training pure joy because we know the love of our God.  Every hardship is an opportunity to watch him keep his promises.  Every hardship is an opportunity to call out to him and ask him for the things that we need the most.  And we know that he will always provide what we need the most.  
He is standing ready with wisdom—telling us the stories of the Israelites and our brother Peter so that we can see the big picture of God’s strength in our weakness.  He is ready to give it to us no questions asked.  He doesn’t berate us for our lack of wisdom and how weak and pathetic we are being.  He gives and gives quickly those things we need most.  
He is standing ready with a crown of life—a victors crown held out to people who don’t deserve it.  It is a crown he earned for us by never faltering in any of his trails on this earth.  It is crown of life that he earned for us by his death in our place.  It is the end goal of our faith.  It is the promise that we are waiting for him to make good on the most.  It is what makes the suffering in this life worth it.  

Get ready for the trials.  You will have all sorts of new opportunities this week to put your trust in God’s promises to the test.  And through each one your faith will be strengthened.  With each one you will develop perseverance.  Perserverance is the ability to withstand difficulties patiently with your eyes looking to the LORD.  We wait for the LORD to keep every promise he makes to us.  We know our personal trainer is right there and that this is just a training exercise.  

Every time we go through a time of testing, our faith gets stronger.  Our reflexes to turn to God and his promises get quicker.  We become mature Christians who know we lack nothing because Christ is our everything in every situation.  And so we actually look forward to these times of testing.  In what the world and our natural selves consider to be a twisted reaction, we consider them to be pure joy.  

2 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.
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. 
AMEN.

