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 The second verse of the great Christian hymn “What a Friend We Have in 
Jesus” reads as follows… “Have we trials and temptations? Is there trouble 
anywhere?” If my 7th grade self were around in 2020, I would have looked the 
writer of this hymn square in the eye and said with the most sarcasm I could 
possibly muster… “Duh???”  In 2020 it sometimes seems like ALL we have are 
trials and temptations. Not only is there trouble ‘anywhere,’ but there is clearly 
trouble EVERYWHERE! Covid-19 has truly become the great equalizer. It is a 
GLOBAL pandemic and has spread to the four corners of the earth, crossed 
mountains and oceans, and even penetrated the White House. 
 Covid-19, which has now killed over a million people worldwide and over 
240,000 in this country alone, is for real. It is currently infecting over 68,000 
Americans a day. Have we trials and temptations…? You bet we do, and they 
aren’t going away anytime soon. So the real question is how are we going to 
handle our trials and temptations? How does our faith help us to handle them? 
 This morning, I want to share four things we all should remember when 
facing the trials and tribulations of our lives. First and foremost, we need to 
remember is that our Judeo-Christian tradition and its scriptures assume that we 
will have trials and temptations in our lives. Ours is not a pollyannish faith; if it 
were, Jesus wouldn’t have said, “In this world you WILL have trouble…” He didn’t 
say we ‘might’ have trouble; he didn’t say ‘some of you’ will have trouble. He told 
us, plain and simple, that we – meaning ALL of us – WILL have trouble. I like that - 
not the part that we’ll all have trouble - but the fact that the one we call Lord is, 
at least, honest about that. So ours is a realistic faith, not an idealistic one, and we 
need to remember that when the trials and temptations of life come along. Given 
that Jesus assured us that we would face trials in our lives, it doesn’t make a 
whole lot of sense to whine about it. Nobody benefits from our complaining 
about the hardship in our lives or asking ‘why me?’ or ‘why us?’ Jesus said, “In this 
world, we will have trouble.” That sure knowledge is step one. 
 The second thing we need to remember about the trials we experience in 
life is that God does NOT cause them. Let me say that again…God does NOT cause 
our trials. James tells us about trials in our lives, emphasizing that God does not 
cause them. In verse 13 of Chapter 1, James writes, “When we are tempted or 
facing trial, no one should say, ‘God is testing me.’” When my mother was killed in 



that awful car accident nearly 20 years ago, the worst thing anyone said to me 
was the well-intentioned Christian woman who said, “Well, we don’t know why 
God causes things like this, but maybe He just needed your mother more than you 
did.” Man, I wanted to slug her. We call them car “accidents” for a reason, right? 
They are accidents. God is no puppeteer, causing people to hit black ice and cross 
the median into oncoming traffic. And if God did cause such tragedies, I, for one, 
would never worship Him, much less serve as one of His pastors. 
 So don’t let anyone try and tell you that God has caused this pandemic to 
help bring about Her will for humanity. This deadly plague has nothing to do with 
the will of God. However, with such a plague upon us, God does have a will for us 
in terms of how we will respond to it. Do we think only of ourselves? Or do we try 
to help keep others safe? Do we complain incessantly about having to wear masks 
and social distance because of the minor inconvenience it causes us? Or do we 
gladly accept such steps as a way of keeping others from getting sick too? Do we 
hoard toilet paper and other products needed at such a time as this? Or do we 
make sure to take only our fair share so that others can blow their noses and wipe 
their fannies too? It’s not God’s will that pandemics like this one occur; but it is 
God’s will that we respond to such hardship with love, creativity, compassion, and 
thinking about others more than ourselves. 
 The third thing we need to remember when life’s storms crash down upon 
us is that our trials can do some pretty amazing things for us in the long run. The 
writer of James – Jesus’s brother – knew this and wrote about it extensively in the 
book we’re studying all this month. James looked at hardship in his life from the 
standpoint of what it could do for him, how it could change and improve him. 
James literally begins his letter by writing, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and 
sisters, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing 
of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance,” James continues, “must 
finish its work, so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking in anything.” 
This is a shocking perspective, isn’t it? Where does James get this idea that 
suffering not only produces the character trait of perseverance, but that it can 
also help us become more mature human beings? That’s quite a claim James 
makes, isn’t it? 
 Before we simply accept James’s idea, let’s test it. Let’s each take a look at 
our own lives – not just recently – but the whole scope of our lives. And let’s think 
about some of the toughest hardships we’ve been through…a job loss…the loss of 
a relationship or a spouse…a battle with cancer or a serious illness…Whatever 
tough stuff you’ve been through, I want you to consider how enduring that 



hardship affected you – not just at the time, but years after the fact. Are you 
kinder, gentler perhaps? Are you more sensitive, less likely to judge or condemn 
others? Do you find yourself more compassionate, particularly when you learn 
about someone else who is going through the same trial that you did? Are you 
more likely to pick up the phone and reach out to that suffering person than you 
would have been before your trial? This is the kind of thing James is talking about 
– spiritual maturity. 
 You see, when I think about maturity, I think about the ability to get outside 
of myself. Maturity to me is sort of the opposite of selfishness or self-
centeredness. I think all of us start out pretty selfish – overly focused on ourselves 
and our own needs and desires. It’s common and normal to start out life in that 
way; but one shouldn’t stay that way. To do so would be immature, right? In my 
case, my own suffering – and I’ve had my share – has served to pull me out of 
myself – not in the short term but in the long term. My suffering has helped me 
realize that the world doesn’t revolve around me and my needs. Living my entire 
childhood with an alcoholic father, who was drunk every day, was brutal at the 
time. But over the long haul of my life, that experience really softened my heart 
and made me a passionate advocate for recovery groups, half-way houses, and 
rehab facilities. In my years as a youth pastor, I had a real niche working with kids 
from alcoholic homes. Those kids knew I genuinely cared and that they could trust 
me. Going through marriage break-ups and losing 50% of my time with my 
daughter has made me so incredibly grateful for that 50% of the time I still have 
with her. And just this past week, a friend of mine called in tears having just 
dropped off her two daughters at their dad’s after an all-too-short weekend that 
she had with them. My heart broke for her, but I also knew exactly what she 
needed in that moment, and I was probably uniquely equipped to truly be there 
for her in that particular pain precisely because of the tribulations that I suffered 
through in my life. 
 So my own experience tells me that James was right; we should consider it 
a positive thing when we face trials of various kinds, because the testing of our 
faith does develop perseverance, and perseverance does make us more mature. 
Trials give us a kind of spiritual maturity that not only guides us throughout the 
rest of our lives, but enables us to guide and comfort others going through trials 
of their own. What does your experience tell you about the long-term value of the 
trials you’ve endured? 
 The fourth and final thing we need to remember whenever we’re going 
through trials and tribulations is not to give up hope. Those of us who follow Jesus 



must never give up hope. This is what Paul tried to emphasize in his second letter 
to the Corinthians. We have all kinds of history to remember when we’re going 
through such a time as this. We have our own personal history of making it 
through a ton of tough times in the past. We’ve got our nation’s collective history. 
And we’ve also got our faith history…faith in the one who endured torture and 
crucifixion, and yet still came back from the dead to tell us that it ain’t over till it’s 
over. I love the way Paul puts it… “We are hard pressed on every side but not 
crushed; perplexed but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck 
down, but not destroyed.” And I love this part… “We always carry around in our 
body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in us…For 
we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’s sake, so that his 
life may be revealed in our mortal bodies.” 
 That is some powerful stuff, my friends. That is some powerful, hopeful 
stuff, is it not? So when it comes to dealing with both this pandemic and any of 
the other major trials and tribulations of our lives, these are the four biblical 
principles that I want you to remember: 

1) Our faith, our scripture, and Jesus himself ALL tell us that we WILL have 
trials and tribulations in our lives. We do not have a pollyannish faith nor a 
pollyannish God. Jesus told us to expect crap to happen…”In this world, you 
will have trouble!” 

2) Secondly, God does NOT cause our trials and temptations. They do not 
EVER come from God. I hope we are clear on that. 

3) Third, as we persevere through the trials that life throws at us, we WILL 
gain spiritual maturity in our lives, becoming less selfish, more 
compassionate, and more committed to the common good 

4) Fourth and finally, because of Jesus and his life, suffering, death, and 
resurrection, we have every reason to hope, even and especially as we go 
through such a lengthy and frightening time of trial… “hard pressed on 
every side but not crushed; perplexed but not in despair; persecuted but 
not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed…For we always carry 
around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus might also be 
revealed in us.” May we always carry around in our bodies the death of 
Jesus, so that the life of Jesus might also be revealed in us. 

       Amen! 




