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Enpurance

Embracing
Obstacles as a
Means to Maturity

Memory Verse

Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come
yourway, consider it an opportunity for great joy. For you know
that when your faith is tested, your endurance has a chance
to grow.

James 1:2-3
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DAY 1

Spend a few moments quietly before the Lord. Take a deep breath in and then slowly

SETTLE

exhale. As you sit in the silence, ask God to use the time you spend with Him over the next six
weeks to help you know Him in new and exciting ways.

FOCUS

This letter is from James, a slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. | am writing to the “twelve
tribes”—Jewish believers scattered abroad. Greetings!
(James 1:1)

When Jesus had finished these parables, he moved on from there. Coming to his hometown, he
began teaching the people in their synagogue, and they were amazed. “Where did this man get
this wisdom and these miraculous powers?” they asked. “Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? Isn’t his
mother’s name Mary, and aren’t his brothers James, Joseph, Simon and Judas? Aren’t all his sisters
with us? Where then did this man get all these things?” And they took offense at him.

But Jesus said to them, “A prophet is not without honor except in his own town and in his own

home.”

And he did not do many miracles there because of their lack of faith.
(Matthew 13:53-58 NIV)

“Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon?
And are not his sisters here with us?” And they took offense at him.
(Mark 6:3 ESV)

After this, Jesus traveled around Galilee. He wanted to stay out of Judea, where the Jewish leaders
were plotting his death. But soon it was time for the Jewish Festival of Shelters, and Jesus’ brothers
said to him, “Leave here and go to Judea, where your followers can see your miracles! You can’t
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become famous if you hide like this! If you can do such wonderful things, show
yourselfto the world!” For even his brothers didn’t believe in him.
(John 7:1-5)

REFLECT

This week as we begin our thematic journey through the New Testament
Book of James, we will be camping out in the first four verses of the letter
and considering the habit of endurance. But before we dive into our first
theme, let’s take a look at the first verse and consider the author.

According to James 1:1 (page 11), who wrote this letter?

The letter tells us that James himself wrote it. But which James?
There are three notable men who share this name mentioned in the New
Testament. So, let’s take a quick look at who they are and identify our writer.

First, we see James the brother of John and son of Zebedee, who was
among the first disciples Jesus called to follow him. Also known as the Sons
of Thunder, this James and his brother, John, were fishermen and major
players in the Gospel stories. Among the disciples, this James was part of
the inner circle of those closest to Jesus, which also included his brother,
John, and Peter. Another notable fact concerning this disciple James is that
he was the first of the apostles martyred for his faith.

Next, we see James the son of Alpheus, also one of the original

twelve disciples, who is sometimes referred to as James the Less.

Although he was present at the major events of Jesus’s ministry—

such as the feeding of the five thousand, Jesus walking on

the water, many healing miracles, and even the ascension

of the Lord—we don’t actually see him singled out in any
particular situation.

Lastly, there is James the brother of Jesus—or, to be

more precise, the half-brother, since they were begotten

by different fathers (Holy Spirit for Jesus and Joseph for
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James). So, which James wrote this letter that was widely circulated to the
first-century church?

Although there is some debate among scholars, traditionally the
authorship of this book has been credited to James the half-brother
of Jesus. As the second-born son to Mary,! James grew up in the same
household as Jesus. They would have known each other intimately. Surely
as boys Jesus and James played together and did chores alongside each
other. They must have shared meals at the same table and likely sleptin the
same room. They were the two oldest children of the household, so it would
have been their responsibility to set the example for their siblings.

James knew Jesus well. They were family. Yet, as we’ve read today, it is
clear that Jesus’s brothers did not believe He was the Son of God, at least
not at first.

My son Josh had the opportunity to lead a Bible study while in college.
He invited a random crowd of peers to his apartment and ended up hosting
a group of students who, by and large, had grown up in church. Most of
them knew the Bible stories and had been to vacation Bible school, but they
did not seem to have a personal relationship with Christ. So, Josh chose to
lead them through the Book of James. When | asked him why he chose that
book, he said this:

Well, a couple of reasons. One, it’s practical and straightforward.
There is a lot of life application in there. But mainly, | figured if
James grew up surrounded by Jesus and His teachings and still
didn’t get it, maybe my formerly churched friends could relate to
him. | think most of them grew up hearing about Jesus and His
teachings too, but they don’t believe He is the Son of God. Maybe
they need what James needed—to meet the resurrected Christ.
Maybe understanding James will lead to the discussion of the need
for a personal relationship with Jesus as Lord.

That conversation was profound to me. | wondered how many people
have heard about Jesus, done the church thing, and still have never known
Jesus as Savior and Lord of their lives in a personal, life-changing way.
Many, | would guess.
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When you were growing up, what was your
understanding of who Jesus is?

Who introduced you to Jesus for the first time?

Review Matthew 13:53-58; Mark 6:3; and John 7:1-5
(pages 11-12). What do you think it would have been
like to be one of Jesus’s siblings?

James, the unbelieving brother of Jesus, later became the leader of the
first-century church in Jerusalem. What a drastic change! How does that
kind of life change happen? It happens when a person meets the resurrected
Christ in a personal way. Just knowing about the historical figure of Jesus
of Nazareth or learning a Sunday school story or even growing up with him
isn’t enough. To have real life change like James experienced, you have
to come to know Jesus as your personal Savior—God’s Son, the One who
takes away the sins of the world. Surely this is what must have happened
to James.

In the first four books of the New Testament, we read many accounts
of the life of Jesus, and there is little mention of his family. But what we do
read gives us a clear picture that they did not see him as the Son of God. |
often have wondered what they thought of Him.

C.S. Lewis, a great writer and theologian, wrote in his classic book Mere
Christianity, “A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus
said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on
the level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be
the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice.”? Perhaps these were the
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choices Jesus’s siblings considered. By rejecting him as Lord, they might
have regarded him as either a lunatic or a liar, as Lewis stated, or as a con
artist or someone who had delusional thoughts. But as we journey further
into the New Testament, we see in Acts that James has had a radical change
of heart. He has gone from skeptic to believer.

Though we don’t know if Jesus’s other siblings had a change of heart,
for James there was a drastic turn of faith. This former doubter and skeptic
became a leader in the first-century church—in Jerusalem and beyond. The
early community of Christians, known as followers of the Way, looked to
him for direction, correction, and encouragement.

Read 1 Corinthians 15:3-7. Note those to whom Paul
says the risen Jesus appeared.

What do you think James must have felt upon seeing
Jesus post-resurrection?

Read Galatians 2:9. What name does Paul, the
writer of Ephesians, give to the big three he lists
here?

James overcame his doubts regarding who Jesus was.
What doubts have you struggled with in your own faith
journey?
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16 Thrive

As James emerged in leadership, the early church faced very
challenging times. Persecution had broken out throughout the Roman
Empire. Men, women, and even children were hunted and killed for
their faith. It was a scary time to be a follower of Christ. So, as a leader
of the early church, James wrote this letter to give them guidance and
encouragement that would strengthen their faith.

Thisis a short letter by biblical standards—only 108 verses in five
chapters—but it is rich with practical teaching. Contained within
this letter is great wisdom for everyday life. Much of it is simple, but

as you will soon see, simple does not always mean easy.

If you have not already read through the entirety of James, | encourage
you to do so. It won’t take you long, and this will give you an overview for
our thematic journey through these Scriptures. As we unpack selected
verses together over the next six weeks, | hope you will find the words of
James to be life-giving. His instructions are not only wise but also filled with
encouragement to help you live well—and more than that, to thrive!

PRAY

As we begin this study together, ask God to give you a fresh desire to
know Him. Ask Him to show you new dimensions of who He is and to give
you a passion to seek Him as the greatest love of your life as never before.
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SETTLE

As you begin your time with the Lord today, put yourself in a different
physical position. You may want to kneel, place your hands over your face,
lie on the floor, or stand with outstretched arms. Try a new posture before
the Lord and ask Him to meet you in a new way during your time together
today.

FOCUS

Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come your way, consider
it an opportunity for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, your
endurance has a chance to grow.

(James 1:2)

Not only that, but we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces
endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces
hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured
into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.

(Romans 5:3-5 ESV)

And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for
those who are called according to his purpose.
(Romans 8:28 ESV)

REFLECT

Itis summeras I’m writing this, and my husband, Jim,and | have planted
some tomatoes. In the past we haven’t had much luck with vegetables, but
Jim loves a ripe tomato sandwich, so we thought we’d give it another try.
At the end of the first week, our little plants had doubled in size. Now just
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18 Thrive

two weeks after planting, there are signs of flowering buds where juicy red
tomatoes will soon be. Those little plants are thriving!

| love to watch things grow. Whether it’s children, plants, friendships,
churches, stocks, or something else—growth is exciting. It usually indicates
health. It’s what | want for my life, and it’s what | pray for yours—that you
would thrive! But what does that mean? Let’s define it.

In the context of this study, thriving is living in the sweet spot of God’s
will. It is being in a right relationship with God so that, no matter the
circumstances, we can grow more and more into the likeness of Christ.

Thriving when things are going well is easily doable. For my tomatoes,
there has been a good bit of rain and lots of sun in the first two weeks, and
as aresult there is a lot of growth.

Think back to a time of life when you felt like you
were thriving. What were the conditions of your
circumstances, and how did they affect you?

What conditions help you thrive spiritually?

With sun and rain, my tomato plants are thriving, but what will happen
to them if conditions aren’t so favorable? Will they be able to thrive then?
And what about us? How can we thrive when conditions are not favorable—
when troubles come?

Our memory verse for this week is James 1:2: “Dear brothers and sisters,
when troubles of any kind come your way, consider it an opportunity for
great joy.”

What? Pure joy? Is that how you feel when troubles come your way?
Probably not, because if you’re like me, my first reaction to problems could
rarely be described as joy—and when I say rarely, | mean almost never. When
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