
  SERMON AUGUST 16, 2020 – PATIENCE IN SUFFERING 

 

There’s good news and bad news.  The good news – I’m not playing the piano this week.  Instead, we 

have a trained musician at the keyboard, Greg Naeger, who should make fewer mistakes.   

Of course, the real good news is the Good News.  The Gospel.   God so loved the world that he gave his 

one and only son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  Jesus came for our 

sakes, to live, die and be resurrected.  Jesus came to redeem us from sin, to reconcile us to our creator, 

and to show and teach the ways of love.   

That was good news two thousand years ago and it’s good news in 2020.  It doesn’t alter from week to 

week.  It’s the fixed point in a changing universe.  Too bad we need constant reminders of this, but we 

do.  That’s why we live in community throughout the week, and why we gather Sunday mornings, to 

hear the Word and feel the love of God and of each other. 

What’s the bad news?  Everything else.  This is a year that just can’t stop getting worse.   Each day seems 

to bring fresh cause for worry and upset.   There are huge public problems which have spilled over into 

our personal lives.  I laugh to remember last New Year’s Eve.  I heard a wit on TV saying that we could all 

take comfort in one thing – 2019 had been so horrible a year that nothing could possibly be worse. In 

2020, things were bound to get better.  Haha. 

So, our theme is suffering, and our text is the letter of James.  The NIV has subtitles for sections of 

scripture.  The one for 5:7-11, which Kirk just read to us: Patience in Suffering.   Are you suffering now?  

Yes, we all are.  Are you patient in it?  Maybe.  Yet his challenge goes deeper.  If you remember from 

Pastor Tim’s sermon series on James, the book begins with a startling statement.  In 1:2-3, after his 

greeting, James says, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 

because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.” 

Joy!?  What can he mean?  In a way, our text today is a bookend for that one.  James begins and ends his 

letter with similar themes.   That theme, about response to suffering, seems very timely for August 

2020.  So, let’s first review James’ circumstances in the 1st century.  Then, let’s look at three of our 

problems in the 21st century.  Last, we’ll see how James’ illustrations – of farmers, of complainers, of 

prophets, and of Job – might bring comfort. 

James knew a few things about suffering.  Recall that he was the brother of Jesus.  He felt the trauma of 

his murder as a family member.  He later became the leader of the Jerusalem church in the decades 

after the crucifixion.  The Roman Empire was at its height.  Yet Palestine remained one of its most 

difficult conquered provinces.  Other nations submitted to imperial rule, but not the Jews.   They 

recognized one God only, and they abominated emperor worship.  So, in their fight for independence, 

there was rebellion after rebellion, led by false messiah after false messiah.   Each outbreak was met by 

greater violence from Rome.  The wars climaxed in the destruction of Jerusalem, including its Temple, in 

70 AD.  So many Jews were slaughtered in those years that some historians refer to it the First 

Holocaust. 

The Christians, meanwhile, were persecuted not only by the Romans but by the Jewish authorities, who 

saw them as dangerous heretics.  Their talk of Jesus as a king above any earthly ruler made them seem 



subversive.  So, in 62 AD, James joined the other church leaders in martyrdom.  According to tradition, 

Paul was beheaded.  Peter was crucified upside down.  James was stoned to death. 

In short, a life full of trials.  Trials that he urged us to welcome with joy because they developed 

perseverance. 

Now, what are the special trials of 2020?   And how have public problems touched our personal lives? 

Journalists speak of a triple-whammy to our country – a pandemic, a recession, and racial unrest.  I’d 

classify them as challenges to our health, our money, and our pride.   

1) Our health.    

As I look out on the sanctuary, I have to ask, “Where are the people?”  And of those few people I 

do see, I ask, “What are those things on your faces?”   Well, we know. Many people are not here 

because they feel safer in their homes, sheltering in place, locked down, for fear of infection by 

a new and deadly virus.  For the few who are here, those things on your faces are masks, flimsy 

coverings that are nonetheless the best means of protecting ourselves and others when we do 

leave home.  The facts of COVID-19 – well, we know them.  I could say that our ancestors faced 

epidemics regularly, that many more people used to die, that the Spanish Flu of 1918 was 

worse.  But that’s little comfort.  What we experience is a deep, primal fear, for ourselves and 

our loved ones.  In response, we’ve upended our lives. So, our days are filled with fear, sorrow, 

anxiety, and maybe worst of all, isolation.  

 

1) Our money 

The pandemic has hit the economy, hard.   While the lockdowns were inconsistent, varying state 

by state, there was a cumulative effect.  Businesses began shutting down.  Bustling cities 

emptied out and looked like ghost towns.  The unemployment rate soared, reaching 11% in 

June.  Like COVID, this problem too reached into our personal lives.  For many, jobs were lost, 

and the cash flow dried up.  Money to shop, to pay bills, to cover rent, was suddenly short.  The 

government intervened with help once and may do so again.  Still, a crisis that we hoped would 

lift in a few weeks has now lasted six months, with no end in sight. 

 

2) Our pride. 

This point is sensitive, and I want to speak carefully.  Racial unrest was set off by the killing of 

George Floyd in May.  That led to protests and marches in 140 cities.  Most were peaceful but 

some turned violent.   The way you reacted probably depended on your politics.  Still, whether 

you’re conservative or liberal, whether you were more alarmed or more sympathetic, whether 

you saw it as mindless destruction or as healthy debate, I think there was one common reaction 

– it hurt our national pride.    A century and a half ago, Abraham Lincoln called America, “The 

last, best hope for humanity.”   We want to believe that’s still true.  We want to think that our 

system can solve its problems, that it is fundamentally fair and just.  Yet in 2020, the white 

majority is being told by the non-white minority that no, too many things haven’t changed, 

racism is embedded in institutions, and our sense of progress is illusory.    

So, how are you reacting to these three sorts of trials?  Or to all the quiet, private sufferings built into 

the human condition – physical decline, relationship trouble, bereavement – that we haven’t 

mentioned?  Are you ever tempted to want a sudden and miraculous solution?   



James was.  In 5:7, he says, “Be patient, then, brothers, until the Lord’s coming.”  The early Christians 

lived in expectancy that Jesus would return bodily and bring their sufferings to an end.  That event 

would bring about the ancient Jewish dream of “the age to come,” when God’s justice would prevail.  

For his whole life, decade after decade, James preached it.  In verse 8, “You, too, be patient and stand 

firm, because the Lord’s coming is near.”    

Was he right?  The commentator William Barclay says simply that the early Christians were mistaken.  

Ever since, especially in difficult and dangerous eras like the present one, earnest believers have 

speculated about the date of the Second Coming.  This, in spite of Jesus’ own words in Matthew 24:36, 

“No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” 

James himself suggests a different emphasis, a different response to our yearnings to see Jesus. “See 

how the farmer waits for the land to yield its valuable crop and how patient he is for the autumn and 

spring rains.”  His listeners were familiar with the cycles of planting and harvesting.  They knew two 

things – farmers could work very hard to tend their fields, and they had no control over the rains.  Being 

patient was the not the same as being passive.  Their faith in God’s provision of food led them to deeds 

of preparation.  Likewise, our faith in the Lord’s return should inspire us to deeds of imitating him.   

The contrast between God’s sense of time and ours is shown in a story.  A believer had a dream in which 

he met God.  He said, “O Lord, the scriptures say that your ways are not as our ways, your thoughts are 

not as our thoughts, and even, your measures are not as our measures.”   

The Lord nodded and said, “That is true.”   

“It is said that to you, one minute is as a thousand years.”   

“That is true.”   

“It is said that to you, one penny is as a thousand pieces of gold.”   

“That is true.”   

“So, can I ask a favor?  Can you give me a penny?”   

The Lord paused, then smiled and said, “Of course, my son.  In a minute.” 

Next, James gives us a picture of verbal conflict in verse 9.  “Don’t grumble against each other, brothers, 

or you will be judged.  The Judge is standing at the door.”   We’ve heard a lot from James about control 

of the tongue.  That’s harder to achieve in hard times.  As the therapists say, when we stress, we 

regress.  I think this has particular application in an election year.  That’s when political differences are 

brought to the surface, even among friends.  Emotions heat up, and words get sharp.  We may feel 

contempt for those who think differently, and as Dallas Willard said, contempt is one step short of 

murder.  Disagreement is part of the process, but I think we honor God best by keeping a civil tongue.  

That’s the  price we pay for having a two-party democracy.  Whatever your party, you should expect to 

be depressed for half your life. 

In verse 10, James finds more examples of patient suffering in the Old Testament prophets.  Their stories 

vary, but if we see any common ground in the lives of Elijah or Isaiah or Jeremiah or Daniel or the others, 

it’s a pattern of frustration.  They were given a charge by God, to convey his will to his people.  Often, 

the people resisted and ignored them.  They were directed to speak truth to power, to a leadership that 



was usually corrupt.  Often, those leaders threatened, jailed or even killed them.  They might have 

yearned for a normal life and seen their prophetic charge as a burden, but they never gave up.  James 

says, “As you know, we consider blessed those who persevered.”   Again, much depends on the time 

perspective – do we see things short-term, or long-term?   The prophets, in obeying God, surely suffered 

in the moment.  Yet their sacrifices on behalf of truth ultimately brought blessing to their people. 

Last, James invokes perhaps the world’s most famous symbol of patience in suffering – Job.  Verse 11, 

“You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen what the Lord finally brought about.”  In fact, Job 

wasn’t that patient, was he?  For most of the 42 chapters of his book, we see him arguing fiercely that 

what happened to him was unjust.  His friends brought all those same tired, cliched justifications that 

we still say to sufferers.  They bring no more comfort to modern people than they did to Job.  Only one 

thing could quiet and appease Job – an encounter with God himself, who shifted the debate away from 

the ephemeral to the eternal, from an earthly perspective to a heavenly one.  Then Job could say 

humbly, “Though the Lord slay me, yet will I trust in him.” 

As with Job, so with ourselves.  James had a difficult earthly life, but he came through it filled with joy.  

He may have shared the image used by Paul when he likened the trials of life to the training of an 

athlete.   The bouts of training are often painful, but only through such discomfort is strength increased.   

You may say, that’s no help.  I’m not training for the Olympics.  I’m in pain and I want it to end.    

I understand.  I’m certainly no athlete myself.  But I’ve lived long enough to see a pattern in my Christian 

experience.   It’s not the triumphs that make me feel closer to God, but the trials.  Those may develop 

perseverance, but they certainly teach lessons.  I’ve been sickened, I’ve been injured, I’ve been fired, 

I’ve been jilted, I’ve known humiliating failures.  And it’s then that the word of God and the ways of 

Jesus come most alive.  “A broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.” 

In 2020, we suffer.  We seem to have lost control of our destinies.  We fear for our health, our safety, 

our material welfare, our political unity.  In the face of uncertainty, how shall we respond?  On one 

hand, we can yearn for things to go back to what they were before.  On the other, we can see this 

strange, limbo time as an opportunity.  We can’t control the future, anymore than the farmers of 

Palestine could control the rains.  But like them, we can keep busy tilling the soil of our relationship to 

God, and to God’s people.  We can focus not so much on Jesus coming to us, as on our coming to him. 

- Tom Griffith 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



  


