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Study 31: The Mystery Of Suffering 

Trials And Temptations 
James encourages Christians to take an unexpected view of the difficulties and trials 
that come to them: 

Count it all joy, my brothers and sisters, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the 
testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be 
perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. (James 1:2-4) 

How unexpected that trials of all kinds should be viewed as a source of joy! These few 
verses clearly see the Christian as in an arena where much is happening apart from his 
or her acting or willing. Trials of various kinds are encountered; they are not sought or 
self-imposed. By these trials God tests and proves faith; we don’t test our own faith, 
nor use trials to prove ourselves. The testing produces steadfastness; it is a gift given to 
us through the trials. This steadfastness then produces its own gift of bringing us to 
maturity and completeness. This is again not something that we achieve but which is 
given. So, there is joy to be found in the fact of facing trials, because through these 
trials God is working a good work, producing steadfastness that has effect into eternity. 
God acts as our good Father in these events.  

James goes on, a few verses later: 
Blessed is the person who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive 
the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him. Let no one say when he is 
tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts 
no one. But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. Then desire when 
it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. (James 1:12-15) 

The words for trial and temptation used here are exactly the same. Our trials place us in 
the position of temptation. Just what that temptation may be we will see in a moment. 
But for now we not that there is a mystery in the difficulties and trials we face: there is 
double agency in them. Firstly, God our Father is at work in them to bring us to the 
fullness of life. It is most important that we know and are assured that our difficulties 
are not the sign of God’s displeasure or abandoning of us. He is our Father who loves 
us, and he intends that we will gain the crown of life. 
But, secondly, God is not bringing temptation to us through these trials. He is not 
tempted by evil Himself, and never uses temptation to evil. Another power, Satan, is at 
work in the trials, arousing our desires and, through temptations, luring us into a path of 
sin that can only lead to sin and death. Temptations are essentially about faith. Faith in 
Christ is the life and death issue for all people: “Whoever believes in the Son has 
eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God 
remains on him (John 3:36).” Essentially Satan’s prime purpose in temptation is not 



just getting us to sin (that is his tactic, but not his final goal), but it is to separate us 
from Christ by destroying faith. 
Trials and temptations are closely linked: trials are the arena of temptation. The 
temptation may come in a number of ways. Firstly, we may falsely believe that our 
trials are the sign of God our Father’s displeasure with us. In fact, as James has clearly 
taught us, in these trials God our Father is helping us to grow as His children. Secondly, 
trials and difficulties inevitably face us up with situations that are not as we would 
choose them to be, if we could choose! Lack of something needed, opposition from 
others, poverty, sickness, the death of someone close, loneliness—all these situations 
have something “wrong” about them. They all face us up with our desires, our 
preferred options. The temptation may be to pursue the desire, even by ungodly and 
disobedient means, rather than faithfulness to God the Father. Once that course has 
been pursued, then Satan can “triumphantly” step in to accuse and berate the 
conscience and so to try to separate us from Christ. 
John Kleinig has some helpful words on all this: 

Paul reminds young pastor Timothy that he, like all other Christians, has been called to “fight the 
good fight” (1Timothy 6:12; 2Timothy 4:7). Oddly, he fights that fight by “holding faith and a good 
conscience” (1Timothy 1:18-19).  

What do faith and a good conscience have to do with fighting the good fight? Faith unites us with the 
risen Lord Jesus. By faith in Him and His promises we receive our redemption and deliverance from 
the evil one. By faith in Him we are cleansed from guilt and the stain of sin. By faith in Him we, who 
once faced the sentence of death in the divine court, have been pardoned and acquitted by God the 
Father… So long as we have faith in Christ, we have a good conscience before God the Father. We 
can be certain of His approval and acceptance of us.  

The truth of this helps us to comprehend the strategy of Satan and his tactics with us. He knows that 
the only way that he can get at us is by estranging us from Christ. To achieve that goal he needs to 
undermine our faith in Christ and its foundation, the forgiveness of our sins and our acceptance by 
God the Father. So he works on our conscience, a conscience that has been sensitized to the demands 
of God’s Law and the promises of His grace. Satan arouses a bad conscience by accusing us of sin 
and condemning us as sinners. In this way he insinuates himself into our conscience and tries to 
displace Christ from it. His ultimate goal is to destroy our faith in Christ and to usurp His place 
secretly in us. 

The upshot of Satan’s strategy with us as Christians is that the conscience is the battlefield, the place 
where we fight the good fight. The main battle is not waged out there in the world, but right here in 
our souls. Here in our conscience we “fight the good fight” by “holding faith and a good conscience.” 
That fight is not won by going on a crusade against the forces of darkness and their strongholds in the 
world around us. Instead, it is won by retaining and using what we have received from God, faith in 
Christ and the good conscience that comes from faith in Christ.1 

The Sufficient Grace Of God 
In the face of trials and difficulties, especially when they are attended by temptations, 
we rightly pray that the Father will release us from these afflictions. It is not always 
what he will do for us. He may be working a deeper and more wonderful work through 
the trials.  
The Apostle Paul endured a rather extraordinary number of difficulties and trials. He 
actually chose to boast in these trials, rather than in his tremendous spiritual successes 
and conquests. For him the trials were more a sign of the approval and presence of God 
in his ministry than were the “successes”. In 1Cor. 11:16ff he outlines what it has 
meant for him to be an apostle of Christ: 

                                                
1 John Kleinig, Grace Upon Grace, pp. 225-6 



I repeat: Let no one take me for a fool. But if you do, then receive me just as you would a fool, so that 
I may do a little boasting. In this self-confident boasting I am not talking as the Lord would, but as a 
fool. Since many are boasting in the way the world does, I too will boast. You gladly put up with 
fools since you are so wise! In fact, you even put up with anyone who enslaves you or exploits you or 
takes advantage of you or pushes himself forward or slaps you in the face. To my shame I admit that 
we were too weak for that! What anyone else dares to boast about—I am speaking as a fool—I also 
dare to boast about. 

Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they Abraham’s descendants? So am I. 
Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk like this.) I am more. I have worked much 
harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again 
and again. Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten 
with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 
I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in 
danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the 
country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. I have laboured and toiled and have often 
gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been 
cold and naked. Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. 
Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? 

If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness. The God and Father of the Lord 
Jesus, who is to be praised for ever, knows that I am not lying. In Damascus the governor under King 
Aretas had the city of the Damascenes guarded in order to arrest me. But I was lowered in a basket 
from a window in the wall and slipped through his hands. 

I must go on boasting. Although there is nothing to be gained, I will go on to visions and revelations 
from the Lord. I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven. 
Whether it was in the body or out of the body I do not know—God knows. And I know that this 
man—whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know, but God knows—was caught up to 
paradise. He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell. I will boast about a 
man like that, but I will not boast about myself, except about my weaknesses. Even if I should choose 
to boast, I would not be a fool, because I would be speaking the truth. But I refrain, so no one will 
think more of me than is warranted by what I do or say. 

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was 
given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the 
Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is 
made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that 
Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in 
hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong. I have made a fool 
of myself, but you drove me to it. I ought to have been commended by you, for I am not in the least 
inferior to the “super-apostles”, even though I am nothing. The things that mark an apostle-—signs, 
wonders and miracles—were done among you with great perseverance. 

Paul is clear that he believes that God was at work in him, and that all the things that 
mark an apostle were done among those to whom he went, with great perseverance. 
Everywhere he went Paul met difficulty and opposition. That is what he great catalogue 
of trials points too. In the face of these difficulties, and through God’s work in those 
difficulties, Paul learned steadfastness or perseverance. That was finally the most 
telling mark of the apostle, not the signs, wonders and miracles, but the faithfulness to 
Christ in the face of trial. The temptation would have been to pervert his gospel, or to 
abandon it all together. But Paul was steadfast. That perseverance could not grow and 
flower in an untested situation. 
Paul did receive wonderful revelations of the truth of God, but these revelations posed a 
threat to him. The greatest danger that faces us is pride and presumption. In order to 
prevent the rising of conceit, the Lord gave Paul a “thorn in his flesh”. There is a lot of 
discussion about what that thorn was—in context it seems most likely to me that it was 
the continual suffering and difficulty that he encountered. The Lord sent this, but it was 
a messenger of Satan. That is, the double agency was at work. The Lord in some 



manner removed His protecting hand from Paul, so that Satan could harass him. His 
protection was still on him though, for “my grace is sufficient for you” was the answer 
to his plea that the harassment cease. 

Paul found that this situation of weakness and seeming humiliation was actually the 
place where the power of God for him would be worked through. “My power is made 
perfect in weakness.” Paul actually wanted to boast about these things then, and not the 
stories that would have made him seem a spiritual giant. 

What the trials and difficulties taught Paul was to rely entirely on the Lord at every 
minute. All the gifts of God to us in Christ are what one person has called “emanating 
gifts”. That is, the gift is always being given by the giver. It is never a gift that is 
disposed to the recipient to be made use of as the recipient thinks best, but is always, at 
every moment being given by the giver for his purposes. Trials and difficulties show 
that to us most clearly. We don’t have resources and abilities that will get us through; 
we need the very present help of God in our troubles. Our difficulties and trials teach us 
to throw ourselves upon God in prayer, seeking His aid. 

As we have seen before this prayer is then answered with the Word of God. He speaks 
to us just the word we need, in Jesus Christ. And that word is brought to full fruit in us 
by further testing and trying. And all this continues through our lives, until death, after 
which we are raised to the new life where there is no longer any of the struggle and 
pain and difficulty, for all that God has been doing in us will have reached its goal and 
we will have received the crown of life. 


