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WHY DID GOD LET
THIS HAPPEN?
(James 1:1-18)

Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many
kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops
perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may
be mature and complete, not lacking anything....
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.
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he great Samuel Johnson once said about John Milton’s Paradise
Lost that although he knew many people who had ‘read it,’ he
did not know many who had read it ‘through’. That may be true of
many literary classics. Books like Plato’s Republic, Dante’s Divine
Comedy, Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Melville’s Moby Dick, and
others are recognized as outstanding literary works. But there are
millions of people who have never read them and have no intention
of reading them.
The same is probably true of much biblical literature. In fact,
even Christians probably neglect much of it. Many, I suppose,
have never read 1 and 2 Chronicles or Jeremiah or Ezekiel or
Lamentations. Or at least they have never read those biblical books
‘through’.
When we talk about the New Testament one book that fits this
category is James. Everybody knows about James. It is the book
Martin Luther objected to. He said that it was not on the same
level as the other biblical books, because it says so much about
good works and not enough about faith. He called it ‘a right strawy
epistle’. We know about James. The problem is that although
people know about James, many do not read it.
Why is this? In some cases it may be because of Luther’s words;
he rejected it, so we should reject it. I am convinced that for the
most part James is neglected simply because it is so practical.
James talks about wealth and how we use it, gossip, hypocrisy,
how we choose our friends, and other such very practical things.
We find ourselves saying, ‘I don’t like that. Give me a good
lecture on theology. Teach me about grace or justification. Better
yet, let’s discuss eschatology. Those subjects are interesting. But
when you talk about who my friends should be, what I do with my
mouth or with my disposable income, you are meddling where
you shouldn’t.’
Well, it is true. James does meddle in our most practical affairs,
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but in this he is only following the steps of his divine brother Jesus
Christ, who did exactly that and was intensely practical. If we are
to be Christ’s disciples, we must hear and obey precisely this kind
of instruction.
THE LORD’S BROTHER
Who was James? In the last paragraph I identified him as the Lord’s
brother, and I believe he is. But we should acknowledge that James
does not specifically identify himself in this book, beyond merely
using the name James in verse 1, and that there are a number of
possible candidates for the book’s author.
1. James the son of Zebedee, the brother of John. We know from
the Book of Acts that this James was martyred, probably about AD
44. It would be nice to think of him as the author of this book, but
most scholars believe that his death within fifteen years or so of
the death and resurrection of Jesus eliminates this possibility. In
their judgment the condition of the church described in James
reflects a later period of church history.
2. James the son of Alphaeus, also called James the less in contrast
to the better-known James who was John’s brother. We know very
little about this man, even though he was an apostle. He does not
seem to have had a position of great leadership. Although his
name, James, makes him a far-out possibility as author, there is no
other reason to think of him as the writer of this letter.
3. James the Lord’s brother. This man is mentioned in nine
significant passages in the New Testament, apart from the Book of
James. We know that he rose to importance in the early church,
that he exercised leadership over the first church council described
in Acts 15 (also see Gal. 2:1-10), and that he had a special ministry
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to Jewish Christians, just as Paul and later Peter had special
ministries to Gentiles. In view of this, it is hard not to think of this
James as we come upon the opening words of the letter: ‘James, a
servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes
scattered among the nations: Greetings’ (v. 1). This seems to be
an apostle to the Jews writing to the Jews. And if this is the case,
then James the Lord’s brother is the most obvious candidate for
being the book’s author.
This would also explain why the teachings of James are so much
like the Lord’s teachings, as we will see they are, and why they are
so practical. By some counts, there are twenty-two references to
the Sermon on the Mount in this letter, and each of the Beatitudes
is reflected in one way or another.
WHY DO THINGS GO WRONG?
As we might expect of a practical book by a practical man, James
plunges at once into a practical problem. He introduces it as early
as verse 2, saying, ‘Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever
you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of
your faith develops perseverance.’ The problem James introduces
is the problem we face when things do not go as we would like
them to go or as we have planned them. It is the problem we have
when we find ourselves asking, ‘Why did this go wrong? Why did
God let this happen? Why did this happen to me?’
Of all the questions I am asked, that is probably the one I have
heard most often. Misfortunes come into our lives, unexplained
tragedies occur, and we ask, ‘Why? Why did this happen?’
James gives some practical examples. The first concerns a
person who lacks worldly goods (v. 9), compared with a person
who is rich (v. 10). James says, ‘Don’t take pride in either situation.’
Reversals of fortune can happen overnight. Here is a person who
through industry, commerce or the mere outworking of
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circumstances, has become relatively well off, and then suddenly
he loses all he had. He is bound to ask, ‘Why did this happen?’
And ‘Why did this happen to me rather than to someone else?’
Sometimes it is not a matter of wealth; it is a matter of position
or prestige. We can go through a period of our lives where we are
highly regarded. We are riding on a pinnacle of high public opinion.
Then the winds of fortune change, and we are right back where we
started. A person in these circumstances might well ask, ‘Why?’
Pastors sometimes face these problems. I have a good friend
who is in the Christian ministry and for nearly twenty years was
used by God to start and then build up a solid evangelical church.
It grew to more than one thousand members, had a strong
missionary programme and exercised a valuable outreach to its
affluent suburban community. But there were people in the church
who were unhappy with the pastor. They didn’t like his ‘leadership
style’, as they put it. Suddenly he was asked to leave. It was a great
and unexpected blow both to himself and his family. Why do such
things happen? There was no immediate explanation.
Sometimes it is the loss of friends or family through death.
Perhaps it is the death of a husband, a wife, a son or a daughter,
or someone else important to our well-being, someone on whom
we depended, someone to whom we looked for direction and
understanding. Sometimes it is a person who seems essential to a
certain work or ministry. When he or she is gone the ministry
declines. When such a person is taken away, we find ourselves
asking, ‘Why? Why did this happen?’
There are two ways in which we can ask those questions. We
can ask them with our fists clenched, shaking them at heaven in
rebellion against God, saying to him, ‘Why did you let this happen
to me?’ In that form the question is really an accusation. It means,
‘If you are who you say you are, if you are a loving God, if you are
true to your promises, none of these things should have happened.’
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Or we can ask, as saints have asked down through the history
of the Christian church when they found themselves in dreadful
circumstances, ‘Dear God, why is this happening? I am puzzled
by it. Please explain it to me.’ If you ask the question that way, if
you are saying to God, ‘I don’t understand what is happening,
because I live in a world where my horizons are limited and where,
because of my sin, I certainly do not see things as you see them; I
come to you for the insight you alone can provide,’ then God, who
is faithful to his people, may indeed provide some answers.
Some of these answers are given in the first chapter of James.
SOME REASONS WHY
There are four ways we can look at suffering.
1. Some suffering is simply common to humanity. Poetically, Job
said, ‘Man is born to trouble as surely as sparks fly upward’ (Job
5:7). The word ‘sparks’ in our English Bibles actually translates
two Hebrew words which mean ‘sons of flame’. It is as though
there is a great bonfire, and each generation is thrown upon the
ashes of the generation that went before it. In time it too burns up
and is gone.
Job is not saying that this is directly related to specific sin or
shortcomings. It was not in his case. Job’s sufferings were not related
to any sinful thing he had done or even thought of doing. Job was
saying that it is simply the common lot of men and women that we
are born in pain, cause pain, endure pain and eventually die, often
in pain.
This does not mean that God does not bring about his own
purposes even in the suffering, but it does mean that we must not
make the mistake the disciples made in Christ’s day when they saw
the man who had been born blind and immediately wanted to link
his suffering to some specific sin either in him or his parents (cf.
John 9:2). They were thinking, ‘Sin produces suffering. There is a
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one-to-one relationship; therefore, it is either this man or his parents
who are guilty.’ But it is simply not true that when anyone is passing
through a particularly difficult time this can always be linked to
something sinful he or she has done. Therefore, Jesus answered,
‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned, ... but this happened so
that the work of God might be displayed in his life’ (v. 3). In other
words, in this man’s case, suffering was an honour rather than a
judgment.
2. There is some suffering which we bring upon ourselves. When
James wrote about the rich man who lost his wealth, he was not
implying that the rich man had been dishonest or had fleeced the
poor to get his riches, or anything like that. However, it is possible
to conceive of the case of a person who has lost his riches by
over-extending himself through greed. It would be a case where he
said, ‘I am not satisfied with what I have. I want to have more. I
want to invest in risky ventures, because I’m never really going to
get to the top of the financial heap unless I do. I am going to take
financial risks.’ Then, as he takes chances, he loses everything he
has. In such a case the loss of the riches would have been something
that he had brought upon himself.
A person who dies of lung cancer after twenty or more years of
smoking cigarettes cannot blame God for his cancer. He has
brought it on himself. It is the same with problems caused by
overeating, excessive drinking, taking harmful drugs, promiscuous
sex, lying, giving vent to an unbridled temper, and many other
such things. The suffering that comes from them is no one’s fault
but our own.
James may be thinking along these lines in verse 13, saying that
certain things in us may bring misfortune. The example he gives is
temptation to be greedy. ‘When tempted, no one should say, “God
is tempting me.”’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he
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tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire,
he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived,
it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to
death’ (vv. 13-15). He is saying that sometimes the things we go
through are the product of our own sinful choices.
3. Some suffering is intended by God for our good, to develop
our character and make us like Jesus Christ. God brings certain
problems into our lives in order to perfect us, mould us or shape
us into the kind of men and women he would have us be. ‘Consider
it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds,
because you know that the testing of your faith develops
perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may
be mature and complete, not lacking anything’ (vv. 2-4).
If you want to develop a strong physical body, you have to do it
by strenuous exercise. Sitting around and simply enjoying yourself,
eating candy and roasted marshmallows, will never produce an
athlete. If you want to be strong and have a well-developed body,
you must get out on the track. You have to begin with jogging. You
have to do your exercises. You have to endure hardship in order to
tone up your muscles.
So also with character. The person who has never gone through
any struggle, who has never had any misfortune in his or her life,
who has never suffered any kind of loss, will not develop the kind
of character that can endure calamity. And certainly such a person
will not have the kind of character that will be able to instruct and
help other people. James says that some misfortune is sent, not
because of sin or even because it is the common lot of humanity,
but simply because God wants it to develop traits of strong
Christian character that would not be developed in any other way.
Perseverance with patience is one of those traits. Sometimes a
person comes to his minister and says, ‘I am a poor specimen of
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Christianity. I have no patience at all. Would you please pray for
me that I might have patience?’ A minister who knows the Word of
God well might begin to pray at that moment, ‘Lord, please send
tribulation into this person’s life,’ because the way we develop
perseverance of patience is through suffering. Therefore, if
misfortune enters your life, God may be using it to develop
character in you that in days to come he will use to bring glory to
his name.
4. Some suffering is to bring God glory. The fourth purpose in
misfortune is that by it God might be glorified. That is, the suffering
is not merely the common lot of man, nor is it something we bring
upon ourselves by our sin or misconduct, nor is it sent by God in
order to develop our Christian character. It is to glorify the name
of God only. We have already alluded to two cases in which this
was the reason for an individual’s great suffering.
The first case is that of the man born blind, found in John 9. I
mentioned it briefly above because of the disciples’ question:
‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born
blind?’ (v. 2). They were assuming that suffering is always the result
of a prior sin – this is a moral universe, after all – but they were
broad-minded enough to acknowledge that the sin that caused the
blindness might not have been that of the man himself but might
rather have been the sin of his parents.
That was a possible explanation, of course. We do not know if
they understood anything about the transmission of disease, but
we know that blindness in children can be caused by venereal
disease in the parents. So it could be the case that his suffering
was because of their sin. How he could have been born blind
because of his own sin is a bit more problematic, unless they were
thinking of his sin in a previous life and were therefore assuming
the doctrine of reincarnation.
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In any case, Jesus stated that neither was the cause. He said,
‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but this happened so that
the work of God might be displayed in his life’ (v. 3). In other
words, Jesus said that the man was born blind so that at this
particular moment Jesus might come along and heal him and thus
bring God glory.
A life time of blindness just so God might be glorified? Yes!
That is what Jesus said. Not all suffering is like this, of course – I
have been pointing out other reasons for it – but some is, and this
was a particularly dramatic case. Of course, Jesus also led this
man to faith in himself so that the display of the glory of God in
the blind man’s circumstances also, and primarily, resulted in his
being saved from sin and entering into eternal life. His passing
from blindness to sight symbolized his passing from spiritual
darkness to spiritual light and was the setting for Jesus’ powerful
saying, ‘I am the light of the world’ (v. 5).
The Pharisees, who are the protagonists in the story, did not
see this, did not believe on Jesus and so remained in darkness.
The second case is Job, who is probably an even clearer
illustration of a righteous person suffering solely that God might
be glorified. We are going to be looking at Job’s story in detail
later on, because he is mentioned by James specifically in chapter
5, verse 11. But it is worth noting here that the point of the story is
that Job had not done anything to deserve what he was going through.
His friends thought he had. They argued, ‘No one has ever suffered
quite as much as you are suffering, Job. We are sorry for you. But
remember, God does not run a universe in which there is no
correspondence between suffering and sin. So if you are suffering
a lot, it is because you have sinned. Furthermore, because you are
suffering a lot, you must have sinned a lot. What you need to do is
come clean, confess it. Then, perhaps God will straighten things
out again.’
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The problem with that argument was that Job knew his heart.
He did not suppose he was sinless. No godly man would think
that. But he knew that he had not done anything so dreadfully bad
that God was punishing him. Job wrestles with this question
throughout the entire book.
What was God’s purpose? We find it at the beginning where
God calls Satan’s attention to Job as an upright godly man. Satan
retorted that Job served God only because God had made him
rich and later that he served God only because he was afraid that
he might lose his health. God denied this and determined to put
the devil’s slander to the test by allowing Satan to take away Job’s
possessions and health. Satan did. But at the end, Job did not
curse God, as Satan had predicted. Job blessed God instead.
Thus, God was glorified by Job and the ways of God were
vindicated.
JOB’S SUFFERING AND OURS
What does this have to say about our sufferings? It says that,
although suffering sometimes comes to us because of our sin and
sometimes as God’s way of developing Christian character in us,
it also sometimes is God’s way of bringing glory to his own name
– something that is possible only through the suffering of his people.
You ask, ‘But how can I know why I am suffering? You’ve talked
about the possibilities, but when I’m going through it, how can I
know what’s happening?’
Well, you can’t always know. As far as we can tell, Job never
fully understood what had happened to him.
But that is not the whole answer. For James says, ‘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’ (v. 5). Ask God to
show you what he is doing.
God may not give the answer right away, of course. Or at all.
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But if God does not give the answer, there is still something we
can know, something James mentions in verses 17 and 18: ‘Every
good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father
of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.
He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might
be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.’ In other words, while
waiting for God’s answer, we can at least know that God loves us
and that we are among the firstfruits of his important new creation,
regardless of what we may be suffering.
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