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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. 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.
Dear brothers and sisters of the Cross,


Why would a successful general and leader cross into a country with an army, but conquer it not with siege works or trying to starve them out, but marching around a city and blowing horns?  


What would make a Roman Centurion, a man responsible for an occupying force, build a synagogue for the people that he was occupying and then bow down to an itinerant Jewish teacher who didn’t even have the blessing and support of the religious leaders of his time?


The answer is the power of God changed them, just as it changes you and me.  GOD’S GREAT POWER TURNS US UPSIDE DOWN.  
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(2-4, 12) 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….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.
Would you agree that perseverance is rare in this world?

Paul Gerhardt, the author of eighteen of the hymns in our present hymnal, grew up during the Thirty Years War (conditions during this time were far worse than during our own Great Depression), suffered because of the jealousy of a colleague, and underwent incredible financial suffering.  His wife and all of his children except one preceded him in death.  He was deposed from his pulpit for standing up for the truth.  Yet in the midst of all this, could still write hymns like: #42, Come Your Hearts and Voices Raising; #100, A Lamb Goes Uncomplaining Forth; #105, O Sacred Head Now Wounded; #156, Awake My Heart With Gladness; #479, Jesus Your Boundless Love to Me; #428, Why Should Cross and Trial Grieve Me; and so on.  This man’s troubles didn’t go away, but he was able to cope with them because the power of God turned even these difficulties into blessings.

So much of our world today is spent on making life easier.  And there is no reason why we shouldn’t want to, but you and I do not look at difficulties as a tragedy.  We know that God uses them to teach us perseverance, something that seems to be rare in our world.  We do not see them as a tragedy because we know the power of God not only can, but will turn them into a blessing for us.

That is especially true in our Savior whose difficulties in this life are well-chronicled for us in the Bible.  Jesus never shied away from them or saw them as a problem because his faith was always in God’s promise and that made him persevere to the end.  The blessing was the salvation of the entire world through his difficulties.

The power of God turns our world upside down by causing us to believe difficulties are a blessing. 
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(5-8) 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. 

Would you agree that wisdom is rare in this world?  

If someone was to tell you that they knew there were little green men sitting among us, we would suggest their hold on reality was not very good.

So now you know how people look at you when you say that angels are sitting among us and that the Son of God is always with us.  The world in which we live only understands what it can experience through its five senses.  If you suggest something outside of that, it is usually called some form of foolishness. The world will look at this as nothing more than foolishness.  

As Christians we do all kinds of things that seem foolish to the world.  We treasure faith over experience.  We lead our lives believing that what God wants is more important than what we want.  We believe giving away offerings in the name of the Lord makes us richer.  We believe that loving our enemies is just as important as loving the ones who love us.  Why?  Because our enemy loved us.  His name is Jesus Christ.  We chose to be his enemy and yet he loved us enough to lay down his life for us.  The power of God makes us see these things in different ways than anyone us.  The power of God causes us to believe foolishness is wisdom.
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James knew about that.  (9-11) 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. 

Would you agree that success is uncommon in this world?  

I had the occasion in the last few months to drive to Tucson and Flagstaff.  On both of those trips I marveled at how green the desert is.  It is so amazing what our winter rains have done!  But I also know that as wonderful as it may seem, it won’t be much longer when all of that will burn up, hopefully by the sun and not by a fire.  That is what worldly success looks like to the Lord.

Again the power of God changes everything.  It leads us to see things in a way that no one else does.  A poor man can rejoice because he has a high position in God’s sight through the faith God has worked in him.  A rich man needs to be sure he recognizes that his worldly position doesn’t mean a thing and recognize that what he has is a result of the power of God.  God’s power causes us to believe a different definition of success.  
That makes a huge difference in the way we look at our lives, our school, our congregation, everything!  Faithfulness, what we do with the power and resources God has put at our disposal, is what we need to be concerned with.  It is never with personal wealth, the number of students enrolled, or the attendance at worship, because all of them are caused by the power of God.
The power of God changes everything for you and me, absolutely everything.  It turns everything upside down.  On the other hand, see that power long enough, believe in it deep enough, and you might just see that it isn’t you that’s upside down… it’s the rest of the world.  Amen.
