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THE CHRISTIAN RESPONSE TO TRIALS 

II 
(James 1:5-8) 

A message delivered by Doug Van Meter at Brackenhurst Baptist Church on Sunday evening, 11 

November 2007 

If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, 

and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him. But let him ask in faith, 

nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with 

the wind and tossed. For let not that man think that he shall receive any thing 

of the Lord. A double minded man is unstable in all his ways. 

(James 1:5-8) 

Introduction 
At any given time in any given church, there are probably as many trials as there are people in the 

church. In fact, it is probably safe to say that there may be more trials than people, for many 

believers undergo multiple trials at any given point in their lives. 

These trials can take a multitude of forms. Some face the trial of uncertainty regarding God’s 

direction for their lives. Others may face the trial of mistreatment by fellow believers. Still others 

might face the trial of bereavement, loss of employment or physical illness. 

Questions always arise when we face trials: How should we respond? What should we learn? Why 

is this happening to us? James helps us somewhat in understanding the Christian response to trials 

when he writes in the opening chapter of his epistle, “Count it all joy when ye fall into divers 

temptations” (v. 2). 

Recently, I underwent something of a trial as the plane on which I was travelling from the United 

States to Johannesburg was delayed for 48 hours in Senegal. Shortly after we touched down to 

refuel, we were informed that there was a mechanical problem with the plane and that a spare part 

would have to be brought up from Johannesburg in order for repairs to be done. The delay would 

only be 24 hours, but when the plane bearing the spare part arrived, it was discovered that someone 

in Johannesburg had in fact had forgotten to put the part on the plane. This necessitated a further 

24-hour delay. 

I sat in the airport lounge, working on my sermon for the coming Sunday (in fact, this sermon that 

you are reading), and after about 20 hours a fellow passenger, by that time well-imbibed with 

alcohol, slurred over my shoulder, “How’s the sermon coming on?” Obviously, he had been reading 

over my shoulder as I was working. 

Ordinarily, I would try to avoid any religious discussions with someone who is drunk, but I decided 

to humour him. I told him the sermon was coming along just fine, and then added that the flight 
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delay was actually my fault. He looked at me somewhat quizzically and asked what I meant. I 

replied simply, “I have been praying for patience.” At that point, he became very religious and 

began sharing his spiritual insights from the movie Evan Almighty! 

It is a difficult thing to remain joyful in the midst of our trials, but James gives us a hint in vv. 5-8 

of why we experience trials and thus why we must remain joyful. Simply put, James reveals that we 

lack wisdom, and this is the reason that we oftentimes experience trials. But as we undergo trials, 

we can pray to God for wisdom with great confidence that He will hear and answer that prayer. 

Trials are an opportunity to reveal our level of wisdom, and it is my prayer that this study would 

help us all to approach trials with greater biblical insight, and thereby to be able to count it all joy 

when we fall into various trials. 

Why We Need Trials 
“If any of you lack wisdom,” begins James, “let him ask of God” (v. 5). With these words, James 

urges us to realise that trials, in fact, produce wisdom. 

When the pilot informed us in Senegal, after 30 hours of waiting, that the part had not been placed 

on the plane in Johannesburg, it was a lesson in the nature of man. As I saw the response of the 

various passengers, I sent my wife a text message: “There are 219 irate passengers here, but I am 

counting it all joy!” 

Interestingly, I was not the only one who seemed outwardly content at the situation. A contingency 

of Jehovah’s Witnesses travelling from Brooklyn, New York seemed quite at peace, as did a Hindu 

woman whom I spoke briefly to. But we should realise that trials do not aim to produce mere 

contentment; instead, they aim to produce wisdom. 

When James says “if any of you lack wisdom” he is not suggesting that there are some who don’t 

lack wisdom. His comment about lacking wisdom flows directly on the heels of the preceding 

section (vv. 2-4), in which he spoke of the various trials that we face. His point is simply this: The 

trials that we face show us our lack of wisdom. No one can undergo trials from God and honestly 

conclude that they do not lack wisdom. Trials always serve to display our lack of wisdom, and this 

drives us to prayer. In essence, the “wisdom” of v. 5 is simply a synonym for the “patience” of vv. 

2-4. 

In one of Scripture’s more well-known verses, Moses wrote, “So teach us to number our days, that 

we may apply our hearts unto wisdom” (Psalm 90:12). The question that confronts us at this point 

is, what is wisdom? Warren Wiersbe said that knowledge is the ability to take things apart, whilst 

wisdom is the ability to put things together. We might expand upon this by adding that knowledge is 

the ability to identify, whilst wisdom is the ability to connect. 

There is a three-year-old boy in our church who has the ability (because he has been taught by his 

father) to identify various bones in the body. If I broke my femur, however, I would not go to Luke 

for help; instead, I would go to his father, an orthopaedic surgeon, who has the necessary skill to 

correct broken bones. Just because Luke has the knowledge to identify certain bones in the body 

doesn’t mean that he has the wisdom to deal with broken bones. And so it is biblically. 
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There are many who have biblical knowledge who at the same time lack biblical wisdom. Biblical 

wisdom is the ability to see the bigger picture and to connect certain dots. The point is well 

illustrated in two Old Testament passages. 

And take thou unto thee Aaron thy brother, and his sons with him, from among the children of Israel, 

that he may minister unto me in the priest's office, even Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and 

Ithamar, Aaron's sons. And thou shalt make holy garments for Aaron thy brother for glory and for 

beauty. And thou shalt speak unto all that are wise hearted, whom I have filled with the spirit of 

wisdom, that they may make Aaron's garments to consecrate him, that he may minister unto me in 

the priest's office. And these are the garments which they shall make; a breastplate, and an ephod, 

and a robe, and a broidered coat, a mitre, and a girdle: and they shall make holy garments for Aaron 

thy brother, and his sons, that he may minister unto me in the priest's office. 

(Exodus 28:1-4) 

And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, See, I have called by name Bezaleel the son of Uri, the 

son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah: And I have filled him with the spirit of God, in wisdom, and in 

understanding, and in knowledge, and in all manner of workmanship, To devise cunning works, to 

work in gold, and in silver, and in brass, And in cutting of stones, to set them, and in carving of 

timber, to work in all manner of workmanship. And I, behold, I have given with him Aholiab, the 

son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan: and in the hearts of all that are wise hearted I have put 

wisdom, that they may make all that I have commanded thee; 

(Exodus 31:1-6) 

On the night that the Israelites experienced their deliverance from Egypt, they were commanded by 

God to borrow all sorts of valuable items—gold, silver, linen, etc.—from their Egyptian 

neighbours. Thus, as they left Egypt, they left somewhat enriched. During their time in the 

wilderness, God gave instructions for the building of the tabernacle, and commanded that freewill 

offerings be made of these borrowed items in order to fund the construction. In the end, Moses 

actually had to request that the people stop bringing offerings, because such an abundance of 

material was offered that it could no longer be used. 

Once all the necessary material had been collected, God gave instruction for certain handpicked 

craftsmen to be assigned the responsibility of actually constructing the various furnishings of the 

tabernacle. It was those to whom He had given “wisdom” who would be able to fulfil this 

responsibility. In this context, wisdom was the ability to see beyond the raw material to what it 

could be. Those with the heart of wisdom could foresee the end product, and they knew how to put 

together the various items at their disposal to produce that product. 

That is the type of insight that we need when it comes to trials. When we look at the various trials 

we face, they seem so disjointed, but it is at such a time that we need to pray to God for the 

necessary wisdom to be able to make sense of what seems to us to be a mess. 

Wisdom is wonderfully personified by Solomon in Proverbs 8, and as you read that chapter you get 

the distinct impression that wisdom is personified most highly in the Person of the Lord Jesus 

Christ. 
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Doth not wisdom cry? and understanding put forth her voice? She standeth in the top of high places, 

by the way in the places of the paths. She crieth at the gates, at the entry of the city, at the coming in 

at the doors. Unto you, O men, I call; and my voice is to the sons of man. O ye simple, understand 

wisdom: and, ye fools, be ye of an understanding heart. Hear; for I will speak of excellent things; 

and the opening of my lips shall be right things. For my mouth shall speak truth; and wickedness is 

an abomination to my lips. All the words of my mouth are in righteousness; there is nothing froward 

or perverse in them. They are all plain to him that understandeth, and right to them that find 

knowledge. Receive my instruction, and not silver; and knowledge rather than choice gold. For 

wisdom is better than rubies; and all the things that may be desired are not to be compared to it. I 

wisdom dwell with prudence, and find out knowledge of witty inventions. The fear of the LORD is 

to hate evil: pride, and arrogancy, and the evil way, and the froward mouth, do I hate. Counsel is 

mine, and sound wisdom: I am understanding; I have strength. By me kings reign, and princes decree 

justice. By me princes rule, and nobles, even all the judges of the earth. I love them that love me; and 

those that seek me early shall find me. Riches and honour are with me; yea, durable riches and 

righteousness. My fruit is better than gold, yea, than fine gold; and my revenue than choice silver. I 

lead in the way of righteousness, in the midst of the paths of judgment: That I may cause those that 

love me to inherit substance; and I will fill their treasures. The LORD possessed me in the beginning 

of his way, before his works of old. I was set up from everlasting, from the beginning, or ever the 

earth was. When there were no depths, I was brought forth; when there were no fountains abounding 

with water. Before the mountains were settled, before the hills was I brought forth: While as yet he 

had not made the earth, nor the fields, nor the highest part of the dust of the world. When he 

prepared the heavens, I was there: when he set a compass upon the face of the depth: When he 

established the clouds above: when he strengthened the fountains of the deep: When he gave to the 

sea his decree, that the waters should not pass his commandment: when he appointed the foundations 

of the earth: Then I was by him, as one brought up with him: and I was daily his delight, rejoicing 

always before him; Rejoicing in the habitable part of his earth; and my delights were with the sons of 

men. Now therefore hearken unto me, O ye children: for blessed are they that keep my ways. Hear 

instruction, and be wise, and refuse it not. Blessed is the man that heareth me, watching daily at my 

gates, waiting at the posts of my doors. For whoso findeth me findeth life, and shall obtain favour of 

the LORD. But he that sinneth against me wrongeth his own soul: all they that hate me love death. 

(Proverbs 8:1-36) 

“Christ Jesus,” wrote the apostle Paul “is made unto us wisdom” (1 Corinthians 1:30). He is the 

sum of all wisdom. In the midst of His trials, He maintained a firm focus on the big picture. He 

realised that all His circumstances were designed to further His obedience to His Father, and He 

persevered on that path. 

Since Christ is the sum of all wisdom, and since we are to pray for wisdom in the midst of our trials, 

it is evident that the ultimate goal of trials, and our ultimate desire in our trials, is and should be 

Christlikeness. Trials show us how much progress still needs to be made toward perfect 

Christlikeness. 

Believers are in for a life of trials, but this is in fact a point of great encouragement, for the purpose 

of trials is the highest good. Thus, even though Jehovah’s Witnesses and Hindus can maintain a 

degree of contentment in difficulties, only believers can progress as they ought in Christlikeness 

when facing trials. 
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Trials strip us of superficiality and confront us with the opportunity to see what is really important. 

Trials enable us to take the elements of our faith and to put them together to joyful use. Thus, when 

trials come, we must realise that they are simply an opportunity to see the big picture and to trust 

that, by God’s grace, we are part of that picture. Let us therefore admit our need for wisdom and 

pray for it. 

What Do We Need for the Trials? 
A second, related question we must ask is, what do we need for the trials? If we need trials to show 

us our lack of wisdom, then what we need in order to navigate through our trials is biblical wisdom. 

And so James writes, “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men 

liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him” (v. 5). In essence, James teaches that 

wisdom is both the mother and the child of trials. Trials both produce and require wisdom. 

I recently read the story of a woman, who at one time was the secretary to a well-known pastor, 

who had a stroke, which left her paralysed on one side of her body. In the same week, her husband 

died. Her pastor had been counselling her, and when he saw her at church about a week after her 

husband’s death, he said to her, “I’m praying for you.” When she asked what he was praying for, he 

replied that he was praying that God would give her strength. “I appreciate that,” she replied. 

“Please pray also that I would not waste this experience.” 

Sadly, in our times of trial, we often waste the experience. Instead of praying, we tend to vent and 

to worry. We fail to grow as we ought because we do not ask for wisdom as James urges us to do. 

We should note that a God-centred response is called for in all of this. We are not urged to go to the 

pastor when trials strike, though that is not necessarily a bad thing to do. No, when we face trials we 

must “ask of God.” Our first response in any trial must be prayer. We must be God-centred. 

We must realise that our trials are not ultimately about us, but about Christ and His kingdom. One 

of our missionaries recently encountered what appears to be a closed door in his ministry. For a 

long time, the door seemed to be opening, and exciting things seemed to be taking place. Within a 

week, all open doors seemed to close very suddenly. It is a somewhat confusing time for him and 

for the church, but it is at just such a time that we must pray for wisdom and not lose our focus. We 

don’t need all the answers, but we do need a persistent realisation that, even in the face of closed 

doors, Jesus Christ is Lord and He will build His church. 

The same is true in your trials. Do you lack wisdom? Then ask God for it. You may never receive 

all the answers you desire, but as you remain God-centred in your trials you will grow in Christ, 

which is the ultimate goal of any trial you will face. 

We need to ask what more than why. I recently spoke to a believer who had experienced some 

difficulties in his church and, reflecting on the trial, he said, “Maybe one day we’ll know why this 

has happened.” After a brief pause he added, “Then again, maybe one day we won’t care why.” 

What a wonderful perspective! Our question in trials should be, “What can I learn from this?” That 

is what is ultimate going to matter. God will use trials to produce Christlikeness in you, but when 

you get to heaven one day, and you are in the presence of Christ, I doubt that you will care anymore 

about the trials you faced on earth. 
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Is it not true that, when we face trials, we are tempted toward anger? There is a lot of bad counsel in 

Christian circles today. Some counsellors, for example, say that, when a person is undergoing 

difficulties, the first thing they must learn to do is to forgive God. That is blasphemy! God makes 

no mistakes; God does not sin; and therefore, He certainly does not need our forgiveness. In fact, 

the first thing to do when undergoing trials is to ask God for something; namely, wisdom. 

The appropriate question at this point is, how is your prayer life? James is quite obviously urging us 

to prayer in times of suffering, and thus if you find yourself not handling your trials joyfully, then 

ask God for wisdom. If we cannot count it all joy, then we must beseech God to let us see Christ. 

What Can We Expect When We Ask? 
James tells us that, if we ask God for wisdom, He “giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not” 

(v. 5). The word “liberally” means “generously,” “freely” or “bountifully.” “Upbraideth” means “to 

revile,” and thus the promise is that God will freely give, without reticence. God does not hold your 

past failures and foolishness against you; if you ask for wisdom in your trial He will give it freely. 

We have learned already that the major question to ask in trials is not why. Generally speaking, we 

know the answer to the why question: because we need wisdom. But the promise here is that if we 

ask in a specific trial what specific lessons God has for us, He is not miserly. He will certainly 

answer that prayer for wisdom. 

At the wedding at Cana, when Jesus performed His first miracle, He made far more wine than was 

actually necessary. There was a certain need, and Mary asked that He meet that need, but when He 

did so He did so abundantly. When He fed the 5,000 twelve baskets remained and, similarly, when 

He fed the 4,000 seven baskets remained. Clearly, God is generous, and when we ask Him for what 

we need He supplies abundantly. And, wonderfully, He gives generously and without reproach. As 

noted, He will always answer your prayer for wisdom, despite your failures in the past. 

As I sat at the airport recently, shortly after the pilot informed us that we would be forced to wait 

another 24 hours for the spare part, a young woman just lost it. “I want out of here!” she screamed. 

At the top of her voice, in an effort to be deported, she started shouting that she was a terrorist and 

was carrying a bomb. Of course, incidents in recent years dictate that such claims are not taken 

lightly in international airports, but it was interesting to see the response that her screaming 

engendered. Instead of whisking her off to prison, as one might have expected, the airport manager 

kindly came alongside her, calmed her down, and gave her another chance. 

Thankfully, our God is most gracious. You may have failed miserably in the past, but failure is not 

final. God does not reproach those who ask for wisdom. He is kind and generous. Let us ask for 

wisdom and wonder at His grace in answering our prayer. 

How Must We Ask for Wisdom? 
Though there are wonderful promises contained in these verses for the believer who desires spiritual 

growth, the apostle does add a warning. He states specifically how we are to ask for wisdom in the 

midst of our trials. 
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But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with 

the wind and tossed. For let not that man think that he shall receive any thing of the Lord. A double 

minded man is unstable in all his ways. 

(James 1:6-8) 

When we ask for wisdom we must ask reverently. James’ point here is that believers ask reverently, 

whilst unbelievers don’t. Believers ask in faith; unbelievers do not. He speaks of asking without 

“wavering” or “doubting,” but he is not speaking of mere intellectual doubt. I am sure it is no 

overstatement to say that all believers have, at times, intellectual doubts in their walk with Christ. 

We doubt whether God will answer our prayers. At times, we must cry to God, with the father of 

the demonised child, “Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief” (Mark 9:24). Clearly, God is 

pleased to answer our prayers even if we have some intellectual doubt. 

James’ “wavering” speaks of a volitional halting between two opinions. When we undergo trials, 

our loyalty is being tested. Our response in such times of testing must not be, “Lord, show me my 

options and then I will decide if I want to follow you.” Instead, our prayer for wisdom must be 

along these lines: “Lord, I am absolutely committed to being faithful to you. Give me the wisdom 

that is necessary to remain faithful.” True believers do not abandon the faith because a loved one 

has died. True believers do not turn their back on God when they lose their job. True believers do 

not apostatise from the faith because they find themselves in financial difficulty. True believers, on 

the contrary, remain loyal to Christ even when they undergo trial. They continue faithfully in their 

stewardship whether they are in financial hardship or not. They continue gathering with the saints 

even when their health is less stable than they would like. True believers remain loyal to Christ 

despite the trials of faith. 

Do you have some intellectual or emotional doubt? You are not condemned by James in this verse! 

Do you doubt intellectually or emotionally? Then ask God for the wisdom to help you overcome 

your doubt! But ask Him with a commitment to staying loyal to Christ despite the circumstances 

that you are facing. 

Failure to be reverent is really to go nowhere. Those who are not reverent in their asking are “like a 

wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed” (v. 6). Perhaps as James wrote these words he 

remembered being on Galilee during the storm when Jesus came walking on the water (Matthew 

14:22-33). The disciples had set out across the lake for the other side, while Jesus remained on the 

shore to pray. In the middle of the lake, one of Galilee’s famous storms struck, and though they 

rowed as hard as they possibly could, they were getting absolutely nowhere. It was only once Jesus 

had walked across the sea to them, and climbed in the boat with them—once they were focused 

afresh on Him—that they reached their destination. And those who waver are like that ship being 

tossed about on the sea: they are, in reality, going nowhere in life. Indeed, those who ask with the 

doubt that James describes should not “think” that they will “receive any thing of the Lord” (v. 7). 

True believers have the ability, like Job, to say through their tears, “Blessed be the name of the 

Lord” (Job 1:21). Unbelievers receive nothing from God because they do not belong to Him, but 

believers have the grace that is necessary to maintain loyalty to Christ even in the most adverse 

circumstances, and thus they will certainly receive the wisdom for which they pray, for God is not 

reticent in His gracious giving. 
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Those who know me well know that patience is not genetic in my family. It is a real struggle for me 

to be patient in trials. But I am learning, the more I undergo trials, to take this injunction more and 

more seriously. I have learned, and am continuing to learn, what it means to be patient in trials, and 

it is my prayer that God would continue to teach me this lesson in the future. I have found more 

stability in my life the more I have learned this lesson. 

The section closes with a negative statement: “A double minded man is unstable in all his ways” (v. 

8). The word “unstable” speaks of “commotion” or “tumult.” But there is implicit in this negative 

statement a wonderfully positive promise: Those who single-mindedly pray for wisdom in trials, 

and who receive this wisdom from God who gives freely, will grow in stability. 

Conclusion 
Our world needs to see people of joyful stability, and such is our opportunity as we pray to God for 

wisdom in the midst of our trials. When the world sees people maintaining a joyful stability in their 

trials (as opposed to a merely philosophical stability), that is a powerful testimony to the gospel of 

Christ. May God thus give us the grace, in the face of our trials, to ask Him for the wisdom that is 

necessary to remain loyal to Him, and may that be a powerful testimony to His gospel for His glory. 

AMEN 
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