
40

A Perfect Work:
Trials and Sanctification

in the Book of James
Ron Julian

Ron Julian teaches biblical studies

at McKenzie Study Center, tutors at

Gutenberg College, and pastors at Ref-

ormation Fellowship, all in Eugene,

Oregon. He is the author of Righteous

Sinners, published by NavPress.

Introduction
Nobody enjoys the trials of life, yet the
Bible consistently urges us to find them
valuable. In the book of James we find the
most straightforward and challenging of
all such statements: “Consider it all joy,
my brethren, when you encounter vari-
ous trials” (1:2).1  I cannot be the only one
who, as a young believer, choked on this
strange exhortation. Surely joy is our
response to things we eagerly desire; how
can “trials” be considered desirable? Is
James merely using hyperbole? No, James
means what he says. Trials are truly some-
thing to rejoice in, not because they are
desirable in themselves, but because they
lead to a most desirable outcome: They
lead to our sanctification. How James con-
nects trials and sanctification is the topic
of this essay.

Before I begin my analysis of James,
some explanations are in order. First of all,
my use of the word “sanctification” needs
to be clarified. I have no intention of
exploring the Bible’s use of the word
“sanctification” (hagiasmos). James is very
much concerned with the believer ’s
growth into Christian maturity, and mod-
ern theological dialogue tends to borrow
the word “sanctification” to refer to that
process, a term that James himself does
not use. I will argue, however, that James
makes a strong contribution to our con-

cept of change in the Christian life—to our
concept of sanctification.

Second, while I will focus on the first

twelve verses of James, I will regularly
highlight the connection between these
verses and the coherent picture of sanc-
tification that unfolds in the rest of the
letter. Given the history of James studies,
however, I need to say something about
my use of the word “coherent” and the
assumptions I am making. Normally, a
careful interpreter approaches an epistle
looking for two important and related
things: (1) The situation(s) of the readers
that the author addresses; and (2) The flow
of thought that gives unity and coherence
to the author’s individual statements.
Some commentators, however, argue that
we should downplay James’s letter-like
opening and treat the book as an example
of wisdom literature, something like a
New Testament version of the book of
Proverbs. If James is indeed a book like
Proverbs, then it lacks the very things the
interpreter is most eager to find: (1) a
situation that the author addresses and
(2) coherence.

Martin Dibelius takes this line of think-
ing to an extreme. In James 1:4-5, for
example, James repeats the word leipo,
“… that you may be perfect and complete,
lacking in nothing. But if any of you lacks

wisdom…” Normally, such a repetition
would suggest a coherent connection in
the author’s mind between the “perfec-
tion” in verse four and the “wisdom” in
verse five. Dibelius argues, however, that
since we know in advance that there is no
coherence between the isolated ideas in
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the book, James must have deliberately
repeated the word to create an artificial
connection between ideas that were in fact
unrelated. James moves from a saying on
trials to a saying on prayer with a “catch-
word link.”2  In this line of thinking, the
genre dictates that we should not only
stop looking for coherence, but that we
should also deliberately ignore whatever
indicators of coherence we find. I think
James Adamson is more persuasive than
Dibelius: “We have too long been ham-
pered by two misconceptions, first that
James lacks unity and coherence, and sec-
ond that James’s concept of Christianity
is peculiar and unorthodox.”3

This paper assumes the unity of James.
The following conclusions were reached
after examining the whole book and will
guide the approach undertaken in the rest
of the essay:

(1) What James has written is not per-
sonal, but it is purposeful. James pre-
sumably writes to a number of
churches with which he has limited
personal contact, and the letter has
none of those personal comments
that mark Paul’s letters to the
churches he founded. James wrote
in order to address problems that he
knew the churches were facing.
(2) The letter is not tightly argued, but
it is coherent. James is clearly not
starting with a premise and work-
ing his way step-by-step over five
chapters to a conclusion. Further-
more, the connections that exist be-
tween his ideas are often left
implicit. Yet it would be a mistake
to neglect the real focus and coher-
ence of the letter. James is clearly a
man who has read the prophets
and wisdom literature, and his work
has a certain generality befitting a
pastoral letter written to many
churches. James has by no means
thrown together a disconnected set
of proverbs.

The Testing of Your Faith
“Consider it all joy, my brethren, when

you encounter various trials, knowing
that the testing of your faith produces
endurance” (1:2-3).

What is Faith?
James does not share the current popu-

lar conception of “faith” as a vague belief
that things will be all right. He does not
even share the popular Christian concep-
tion that “faith” just means believing in
Jesus. For James, faith includes a distinc-
tive set of beliefs with specific content. To
be sure, the message we are to believe
begins with the truth that Jesus is the
Christ, a truth that James neither explains
nor defends, but merely assumes. James
highlights the aspects of that message that
directly address our predicament, our
destiny, and the choices we face. He tells
us that the human soul is in peril of death
(5:20) and the adverse judgment of God
(4:12), and it needs to be saved. Such sal-
vation is available (2:21); God will justify
(2:24) and be gracious to (4:6) the one who
responds to Him (4:8). In contrast to the
judgment awaiting the unredeemed, those
who come under God’s grace stand to
inherit the crown of life (1:12) and a place
in God’s kingdom (2:5) at the return of the
Lord (5:7-8). This inheritance is valuable
beyond measure; therefore, even though
believers may suffer much in this life, their
future hope makes them rich (2:5) and
exalted (1:9). These are the truths that a
person with “faith” will believe.

This set of beliefs, this faith, confronts
us with two striking implications:

(1) If the gospel is true, then the most
important events of my life are still
ahead of me (belonging to the end
of the age), invisible to me now.
(2) Nevertheless, now is the time
when I must decide whether I actu-
ally believe this message. The impor-
tant decisions of today all hang on
whether I believe what the gospel
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says about my tomorrow.

Faith under Trial
By its very nature, therefore, faith will

be tested by the circumstances of life. We
will be forced to decide whether the
gospel’s intangible truths are substantial
enough to affect how we live today. In
discussing this testing, James uses two
related terms: “Consider it all joy, my
brethren, whenever you encounter vari-
ous trials, knowing that the testing of your
faith produces perseverance.”

The Greek word peirasmos and its
related forms sometimes refer to explicit
attempts to entice and seduce someone to
evil; in such contexts we usually translate
it as “temptation.”4  James, however, seems
to be using it with its broader sense of “a
trial, something that tests what we are
made of.” In the context, peirasmos is used
in parallel with dokimion, a word that
emphasizes the idea of testing, and so “tri-
als” seems the best translation. The issue,
however, is not quite that simple. In the
larger context (1:13), James uses the verb
form peirazo in the narrower sense: God
does not “tempt” anyone. One might
reasonably argue that James is saying,
“Rejoice in temptations, but do not blame
them on God.” It is unlikely, however, that
James is denying that the peirasmois of
verse three come from God.5  He later uses
Abraham’s offering of Isaac as an example
of faith at work, and surely James knows
that God is described there as having
“tested” Abraham (LXX Gen 22:1, peirazo).
We would do better to see James qualify-
ing the broad use of peirasmos in 1:3 by
denying that it includes the narrower
meaning in 1:13; that is, God tries our
faith, but we should not interpret that as
God’s attempt to tempt us, i.e., to seduce
us into evil.

Scholars often compare James 1:3 with

1 Peter 1:7 and discuss the derivation of
dokimion in both.6  It is sometimes argued
that James emphasizes the process (“test-
ing”) and Peter the favorable outcome
(“proof”). Several explanations are pro-
posed for this difference, some involving
the idea that James and Peter are in fact
using two different words. A definitive
answer may be impossible. The difference
between James and Peter can be exagger-
ated, however. Peter may be emphasizing
the favorable outcome, but the testing pro-
cess is not far from view. James may be
emphasizing the process, but a favorable
outcome is clearly part of his picture as
well; one does not rejoice in failing the test.
A good translation in both James and
Peter is “the proving of your faith.” This
captures both features of this word in
James’s usage: it is a process that results
in proof. The idea of proof, genuineness,
is at the heart of the dokim- word group.
The process of proving the genuineness
of our faith results in “perseverance”;
indeed, as we will see, perseverance is
the proof of genuineness.

James, then, has a concept that faith—
the rich set of beliefs about the need for
salvation and the inheritance of the
redeemed—is proved in the midst of
trials. What does that look like? We can
begin to answer that question by consid-
ering the rest of James’s letter. While I can-
not write an entire commentary on James
in the space of one article, three points will
at least present the general direction of
my thinking:

First, while James is not writing to a
specific set of people, neither is he writ-
ing vague exhortations to generic Chris-
tians. A strong note of warning sounds
through the letter, suggesting that James
is at least generally aware of real spiritual
problems in the churches to which he is
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writing. He uses phrases such as: “do not
be deceived” (1:16); “be doers and not just
hearers who delude themselves” (1:22); “if
anyone thinks himself to be religious… his
religion is worthless” (1:26); “quarrels and
conflicts among you” (4:1); “you adulter-
esses” (4:4); and “you double-minded”
(4:8). James is not writing about trials in a
vacuum; he is writing to churches where
faith is under trial.

Second, wealth is a big issue in James
because wealth is often an issue that forces
believers to confront the claims of the
gospel. For example, James rebukes those
who would fawn over a rich man in the
assembly and yet ignore and dishonor a
poor man (2:1-7). Why? Because believ-
ers should be nicer? Because charity to the
poor is a religious duty? No, the issue is
more fundamental. We toady to the rich
because we value money; we want to be
associated with those who have it; and we
even hope that some of it will come our
way. (Tell me that you would not take
notice if Bill Gates joined your church and
started tithing.) In contrast, a poor man
has nothing that can do us any worldly
good. No prestige, and certainly no
money, will come to us. James must
remind his readers what their faith tells
them about who and what is truly valu-
able: “…did not God choose the poor of
this world to be rich in faith and heirs of
the kingdom which He promised to those
who love Him?” (2:5). Who is truly rich?
The unbelieving rich of this world, who
will lose everything and enter into judg-
ment? Or believers, poor though they may
be, who stand to enter into the riches of
eternal life in the kingdom of God?

Third, trials, therefore, are not neces-
sarily hardships. The rich of James’s day,
it is true, brought suffering upon many
(2:6-7; 5:4-6). But the rich may try your

faith just by attending the assembly. They
may be a trial simply because, in a worldly
sense, they have more to give than lowly
widows and orphans. In fact, they may
be a trial by the example they set, by the
worldly ambition they may incite in the
heart. In all of these situations, the
worldview of believers is under trial. Do
the rich understand the salvation of their
souls to be their real need? Can the tran-
sitory riches of this world amount to real
wealth, or is that only found in the eter-
nal promises of the gospel? How can they
say that they “believe” the gospel
preached by the apostles if they refuse to
accept any of its implications for their
values, goals, and lives?

Staying the Course
Perseverance (NASB “endurance,”

from hypomone) is a major theme in the
New Testament, starting with the teach-
ing of Jesus (see especially Luke 8:5-15).
In the face of whatever obstacles, pres-
sures, and temptations they may encoun-
ter, believers are called to persevere in the
faith. In 1:3, James describes perseverance
as resulting from the proving of our faith;
in 1:12, he implies that persevering under
trial is the proof itself. These two ideas fit
well together and demonstrate how James
conceives of perseverance: Perseverance
is the inevitable result of genuine faith
under trial, because such faith stays the
course and thereby shows itself to be
genuine.

In a way, perseverance as a test of faith
is easy to understand. A man shows his
unbelief clearly if he walks away from the
faith, saying, “I’ve changed my mind;
Jesus is a fraud.” James, however, seems
to have a more subtle concept of perse-
verance. Nowhere in his letter does he
warn his readers against abandoning the



44

doctrines concerning Christ. Unlike the
book of Hebrews, where the author genu-
inely fears that his readers will walk away
from belief in Jesus as the Christ, James
shows no such fears for his readers. He is
not worried about people abandoning
their religion; he is afraid that they are
refusing to act on the implications of that
religion. James is sometimes criticized for
his lack of Christological material; Luther
is well known to have complained about
it.7  But we need to recall that James
addresses a specific situation, and that he
is apparently not concerned about the
doctrines of his readers. Instead, he is
worried about the values, attitudes, and
actions that ought to be resulting from
those doctrines. James fears that his read-
ers are abandoning the faith in everything
but name.

If my friends “persevere” in calling
themselves my friends over the years, and
yet ignore me, refuse to help me, and gos-
sip about me, what does their persever-
ing “friendship” really mean? They may
call themselves my friends, but they act
instead as my enemies whenever they are
faced with a choice. Such is James’s con-
cern for some who claim to have “faith.”
Their religion tells them that Jesus is the
king of God’s kingdom, but they live as if
the kingdom were not real and did not
impinge on their practical living. The hope
of gaining citizenship in that kingdom
makes every believer rich, but James sees
many of his readers living as if only
people with money are rich. If people fail
to live according to the gospel, then what
do they mean in saying they “believe” it?
If people live contrary to the gospel, then
their professions of faith are vain and
meaningless. For James, true perseverance
means following the implications of the
gospel wherever they may lead. If I will

not live out the implications of the
gospel, then I have not “persevered,”
however long I may hold to the Christian
religion.

Perfect and Complete
“And let endurance have its perfect

result, that you may be perfect and com-
plete, lacking in nothing. But if any of you
lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who
gives to all men generously and without
reproach, and it will be given to him. But
let him ask in faith without any doubting,
for the one who doubts is like the surf of
the sea driven and tossed by the wind. For
let not that man expect that he will receive
anything from the Lord, being a double-
minded man, unstable in all his ways”
(1:4-8).

Lacking in Nothing
So far James has used the word

hypomone (“endurance, perseverance”)
once, asserting that it is the desirable out-
come of the process that proves our faith.
Although I have looked ahead in the let-
ter to suggest that James has a concept of
perseverance deeper than just “remaining
a Christian,” his opening comments in
verse three use the term without clarifi-
cation. The clarification begins with verse
four. In order to see the nature of James’s
argument, it is helpful to discuss two
issues of translation. First, the use of the
word “let” (in “let endurance have”),
although acceptable as a translation of a
third person imperative, can be mislead-
ing. James is not saying that perseverance
would have a perfect result if only we
would “allow” it to do so. What would
that mean? Can we somehow sabotage a
genuine, from-the-heart perseverance in
faith and keep it from having any impact
on our lives? No, I regard the imperative
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as explaining what must characterize
“perseverance,” if it is truly to be a faith-
affirming, joy-producing aspect of a
believer’s life. “Perseverance is to have a
perfect work,” he says. Perseverance is
meant to have a certain result, implying
that if this result is lacking, then one’s faith
is not genuine.

Second, James says that perseverance
is intended to have an ergon teleion (“per-
fect work”) in the believer’s life. “Perfect”
is another potentially misleading transla-
tion; it seems to suggest a moral perfec-
tion that is not James’s intent. A clearer (if
perhaps pedestrian) translation might be
“perseverance is to have a fully-developed

work, so that you might be fully-developed

and complete, lacking in nothing.” Teleios

refers to “arriving at the goal,” “becom-
ing all that you were intended to be.” An
adult is a child that has become teleion (as
in Heb 5:14); an oak tree is an acorn that
has become teleion. “Mature” is often a
good translation. For James, it is faith that
must mature. Faith must arrive at its
appointed goal, so that believers are not
deceived (1:16), are doers and not just
hearers (1:22), have a religion that is not
worthless and defiled (1:26-27), have a
faith that can truly save them (2:14), dem-
onstrate the wisdom from above (3:17),
and strengthen their hearts (5:8). Accord-
ing to James, faith is immature and incom-
plete if it has not yet persevered under
trial and grown thereby.

We can see the concept of a perfected,
fully-developed faith by considering the
story of Abraham in the light of James’s
discussion in 2:21-24. Abraham heard the
promises concerning his son Isaac, and he
believed them. But later God tested
Abraham, requiring him to act on his
belief by offering up Isaac. James says,
“faith was working with [Abraham’s]

works, and as a result of the works, faith
was perfected (from the verb teleioo).” Faith
has been completed and fully-developed
when the believer faces the implications
of that faith and acts on them. An untested
faith may be genuine, but it has yet to mani-
fest itself in its shaping of the believer’s
mind and actions in observable ways.

The world in which James’s readers
live provides the arena in which faith can
become “perfect” through action. Left to
themselves, they would undoubtedly
choose a life without troubles or even dif-
ficult choices. But this is not an option.
They live in a world where rich people
have all the power, including the power
to make their lives miserable, and where
riches seem to promise to make life ful-
filling now. Their even poorer brethren
seem at best negligible and at worst
obstacles to fulfillment. Jealousy and self-
ish ambition are tearing their assemblies
apart, as each “believer” vies with the
others for power. Under such pressures,
the believers must decide what their
inheritance in the kingdom of God means
to them. To turn away from the desire
for riches and find contentment in the
promise of God is a life-changing, faith-
maturing kind of decision. The doctrine
that Jesus is the Christ takes on a personal
significance that has been forged under
pressure.

But What If You Do Lack?
In this section of the essay, I connect

v. 5 “if any of you lacks wisdom” with
v. 4, “perfect and complete, lacking in
nothing.” Unlike the approach taken by
Dibelius mentioned above, I understand
that the repetition of “lack” is crucial in
showing the flow of James’s thought. Not
all scholars agree that these verses should
be connected, and I sympathize with their
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reservations. Two aspects of vv. 5-8 can
give the impression that they stand alone
in James’s thought: (1) the meaning of
“wisdom,” and (2) the nature of James’s
teaching on prayer.

First, there is some question about
what James means by “wisdom.” In the
popular preaching that I have heard, the
assumption is often made that James is
talking about divine guidance. We are told
that if we do not know God’s will in a
certain situation—if we “lack wisdom”—
we should ask God for guidance, believ-
ing we will receive it.

But it is unlikely that James means
“divine guidance” when he refers to “wis-
dom” in v. 5. In chapter three, James
describes “the wisdom from above,” and
he defines it entirely in terms of the
godly behavior of the wise person. I
would summarize James’s argument in
this way: Not many of James’s readers
should become teachers because of the
caustic power of the tongue, the organ that
reveals the state of the heart beneath. If
any would claim to be wise, then let them
remember what a godly wisdom looks
like. Having accepted the implications
of the gospel, wisdom has abandoned jeal-
ousy and selfish ambition, and so pro-
motes peace. In other words, wisdom is
the fruit in the life of a mature, tested
Christian, the only sort of person who
should be a teacher. Moreover, in 1:5,
James describes God as giving this wis-
dom “generously and without reproach.”
It is difficult to conceive how God could
justly reproach us for not having His
divine guidance in advance, but He
could certainly reproach us for not
having wisdom, that is, for being fools.
The tenor of James’s letter shows that he
fears exactly that for many of his readers;
their worldliness suggests that they are

ungodly fools. James 1:5, then, is the
first of several gracious and redemptive
comments James makes. James knows
that the maturing process has not, in fact,
happened for many of his readers. They
should be growing in maturity and
wisdom, as they struggle with the impli-
cations of their faith in the midst of
their trials. The difference, for example,
between God’s wealth and the world’s
wealth should be clearer to them, since life
has been forcing them to confront those
very issues. But what if that is not hap-
pening? What if his readers are indeed
fools? What should they do? They should
turn to a gracious God and ask Him to
give them wisdom.

Second, another piece of evidence that
might suggest that 1:5-8 is unconnected
with the previous discussion of “trials” is
James’s exhortation to pray. James’s words
sound like a typical, stock exhortation
to believe that your prayers will be
answered. At first glance, this seems to
have little connection with rejoicing in
trials. Given my understanding of the
preceding verses, however, it makes sense
that James would qualify his promise of
God-given wisdom. Is wisdom given
automatically to whomever asks? No,
God’s response depends on what has led
to the lack of wisdom in the first place.
Is it mere immaturity, or is it rooted in a
stubborn refusal to believe what God has
promised? That is the issue that leads
James to make the qualification. When
James’s readers ask God for wisdom,
they must decide again whether they
believe, as Hebrews 11:6 puts it, that God
“exists and that He is a rewarder of those
who seek Him.” God will give wisdom to
fools, but not to fools who refuse to
believe.
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Our High Position
“But let the brother of humble circum-

stances glory in his high position; and let
the rich man glory in his humiliation,
because like flowering grass he will pass
away. For the sun rises with a scorching
wind, and withers the grass; and its flower
falls off, and the beauty of its appearance
is destroyed; so too the rich man in the
midst of his pursuits will fade away”
(1:9-11).

Two points should be made about this
section. First, in light of the above discus-
sion, this section has a stronger connec-
tion to what precedes it than is initially
apparent. In the midst of the trials of
James’s readers, perseverance should be
fostering wisdom, a new and mature
perspective on life. One way this new
perspective will manifest itself is in their
attitude toward the rich. Even if the
believers are poor, they understand that
their position is exalted in comparison
with the rich, who will lose all that they
have in the end. Rather than envy and
pursue the rich, believers will rejoice in
their own exalted status as heirs of a great
kingdom.

Second, unlike some commentators,8  I
do not think that James is contrasting the
brother of humble circumstances with the
rich brother. There are two alternative
explanations for the absence of a noun
with the adjective “rich”: (1) James expects
the word “brother” to be understood from
the first clause, or (2) the adjective “rich”
is being used as a noun itself, “rich (one).”
The second alternative is just as plausible
as the first, since rich (usually plural but
sometimes singular)9  is often used alone
as a noun. Which explanation fits the con-
text best? In his letter, James reminds the
believers that the rich drag them into court
(2:6), blaspheme the name of Christ (2:7),

withhold pay from their laborers (5:4), and
put to death the righteous man (5:6). This
suggests that James conceives of the rich
not as their brothers, but as enemies of the
faith. Not every rich person is an unbe-
liever, but given the cultural situation of
the time, James uses his rhetoric to make
a legitimate generalization: the rich are
persecutors and unbelievers. The com-
mentators who reject the idea that James
means “rich unbelievers” are put off by
the idea that James would sarcastically tell
the rich to “glory” in their downfall, but
that should not surprise us; chapter five
has a very similar ironic tone. Verses
nine through eleven are James’s (first)
reminder to the brethren of the way God
inverts the scales: Those who seem to have
it all will be brought low, but those who
seem to have only God in this life will be
exalted in the end.

Who Are the Blessed?
“Blessed is a man who perseveres

under trial; for once he has been
approved, he will receive the crown of life,
which the Lord has promised to those who
love Him” (1:12).

Who is truly blessed? Who is truly for-
tunate? Who is truly to be envied? These
questions are addressed throughout the
Bible: in the Prophets and the Writings; in
the teaching of Jesus; and here in James.
James 1:12 is arguably the key statement
in the entire book of James. It is not the
rich who are to be envied; it is the man
who has real faith and knows it is real
because it has been tested and approved.
The crown that is life has been promised
to those who love God. How do we know
who loves God? They are those whose
faith has been proven through their per-
severance under trial.

This, then, is the culmination of James’s
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opening exhortation: “Consider it all joy
when you encounter various trials.” I
would paraphrase 1:2-12 as follows:

I know that your difficulties seem
sorrowful, but I urge you to see them
as the testing of your faith and to
rejoice in them. After all, the process
that proves the genuineness of your
faith results in your persevering in
that faith, and that is highly desir-
able. I do not mean that just “being
a Christian” for a long time means
anything. True perseverance is the
kind of wrestling with the truth that
ultimately brings about the comple-
tion and maturity of your faith; it
makes you wise. Now, many of you
may recognize that you have not
been living out your faith in this
way; you are not wise, but fools.
Take heart; ask God and He will gra-
ciously raise you up to the wisdom
you lack. But there is no cure for the
folly rooted in stubborn unbelief.
You still must decide that God
exists and that He keeps His gra-
cious promises. Now in your par-
ticular trials, let me remind you of a
profound bit of wisdom that many
of you have been forgetting: it is
believers, even if they are poor in
this life, who truly have everything,
and those who seem to have every-
thing in this life will lose it all in the
end. After all, who are the truly
blessed ones? Those whose faith has
been tested and proven, those who
stand to enter into eternal life. This
is why we rejoice in the testing of
our faith: a tested and matured faith
is the mark of citizenship in God’s
kingdom, a prize above all else.

Implications for Sanctification
and Assurance

In the light of the first twelve verses in
James, (at least) two important implica-
tions emerge. Over the years Christians
have proposed many different models for
the process we call “sanctification.” Some
of those models strike me as being some-
what incoherent, with little connection
between the faith that saves and the
resulting sanctification. Just as if someone

said to me, “Stand on your head, and I
will give you a dollar,” God tells me,
“Believe that Jesus rose again, and I will
inject you with something that makes you
‘good.’” In that scenario, sanctification
seems like an unrelated prize (or perhaps
burden) that happens to accompany
belief. This model, since it can suggest no
natural connection between belief and
sanctification, tends to drift toward see-
ing sanctification as optional as well. God
saves those who “believe”; the next step
of reforming one’s behavior may or may
not be taken by the believer.

The model James articulates is very dif-
ferent. The “works” that emerge through
the testing of our faith are intrinsic to the
very nature of faith itself. We believe that
God is good, and in the midst of life we
have the opportunity to act on that belief.
We believe that the crown of life awaits
the faithful, and in the midst of life we
must decide whether that crown is more
valuable than the things of this world.
Sanctification is not an extra benefit/
obligation tacked onto faith; sanctification
is faith becoming itself.

This perspective can be difficult to see
if we assume (which James does not) that
“faith” is simply “believing that Jesus is
the Christ.” Under that assumption, it
might seem logical to argue that there is
no connection between belief and sancti-
fication.10  But to James, believing that
Jesus is the Christ means believing that
His kingdom will truly come to pass and
that citizenship there is valuable beyond
anything else. Such a faith confronts the
believer with a choice that cannot be
avoided: Do you believe that Christ’s
kingdom is the treasure God says it is?
That choice is made in the midst of real-
life situations.

Some theological traditions have
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resisted the idea that assurance of salva-
tion should or could be tied in any way to
our works, i.e., to the way we live our
lives. This is often done for very good
motives. Those traditions are trying to
help us avoid the self-righteousness about
which Paul warns us so eloquently and
focus our attention on the work of Christ
on the cross. This is a worthy goal. But
James will not allow us to divorce assur-
ance from our works. Instead, as shock-
ing as it might sound to some, James
makes a case for assurance through sanc-
tification. Faith is a real decision to believe
what God has proclaimed and promised.
The reality of that decision, however, is
hidden in our hearts until life forces us to
act on our beliefs. Why are trials some-
thing to rejoice over? Because anything
that makes us act on what we really
believe forces our hearts out into the open.
To see our own faith emerging as a real,
vital force in our own life is a blessing
because the crown of life goes to people
with such faith.

The connection between assurance and
sanctification is sobering; salvation comes
to those who have a living faith. But this
should be sobering, not terrifying. We are
not being asked to prove our worthiness
for salvation; salvation is a gracious gift
to real people with real weaknesses, yet
people who also have a real commitment
to the truth. God is not testing our moral
perfection; He is testing our faith. As a
Christian of many years who has talked
to many other Christians about their
experience, I think I know something of
how God accomplishes His testing among
us. One person sees the irrevocable shat-
tering of a lifetime dream and must ask
himself, “Can I trust God? If my only suc-
cess in this world is to find a place in God’s
kingdom, am I a winner or a loser?”

Another person falls into the moral fail-
ure she has always condemned in others
and must finally ask herself, “Will I sub-
mit to the humiliation of grace? Will I
admit that I have just as much need for
forgiveness as anyone else?” These trials
represent turning points for the soul; ideas
to which I once submitted in theory I am
revisiting in practice, in the hard light of
real life. We do not go through such times
easily or gracefully. The journey of faith
can look bad at times, as it did for some
of James’s readers. But James reminds
them that God is gracious: “Draw near to
God and He will draw near to you” (4:8).
One day you will look back on these
troubled times as the best days of your life,
the days when you began to know your-
self as a believer and to learn wisdom.
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