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At the end of the third of the four “Indiana Jones” movies – “Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade” – Indy has finally reached the ancient cave that holds the Holy Grail itself.  The Holy Grail is, according to legend, the cup that Jesus drank from at the Last Supper, and in this film we are told that the Grail has supernatural powers.  According to Indy, if a person drinks from the Grail, that person will be miraculously healed of whatever ails him.  Of course there are some bad guys in this movie to make all this a little more interesting. Only Indy has the knowledge and ability to get to the Grail, but he doesn’t want to lead the bad guys to it.  To give him a little motivation, the bad guys shoot Indy’s father in the stomach.  Indy’s only chance of saving his father is to get to the Grail and to bring it back to his dad so his dad can drink from it and be healed.  
It’s a bit of a trick for Indy to get to the cave that holds the Grail, and when he finally gets there he finds another problem – a big one.  When he looks around he sees not one cup but a hundred different cups.  And the very old Crusader who is standing guard warns Indy to choose wisely, because choosing the wrong cup could have disastrous consequences.  To illustrate the point, one of the bad guys comes bursting into the cave, having traced Indy’s steps, and grabs what he believes to be the Holy Grail – it is, after all, the most ornate and most beautiful of all the cups in the cave.  The bad guy dips the cup into some water, takes a drink … and promptly dies a fairly gruesome death. 
 So Indy’s dilemma is quite clear.  He very much needs to find the real Grail.  If he makes a mistake, if he brings his father a fake, he will guarantee his father’s death.  He needs to choose wisely; he needs to decide which of these 100 different cups is the authentic Grail, the genuine article, the real thing.  And if you’ve seen the movie, you remember how he does it.  It occurs to him that Jesus was a carpenter, not a king.  He reasons that Jesus and his disciples would not have used an ornate cup or a fancy cup; it would have been an ordinary cup, a cup made out of wood, not gold.  Indy chose wisely, and because he brought the authentic Grail to his father to drink from, his father’s life was saved.
I realize that it’s just a movie; I realize that it’s only a legend.  But the point remains – authenticity matters.  Did you ever have someone try to pay you with a check that wasn’t authentic?  That mattered to you, didn’t it?  Ladies, how would you feel if you were to find out that the diamond ring your man used to propose to you wasn’t authentic, that is was really zirconium?  That might be a bit of a red flag, wouldn’t it?  Authenticity matters to the TSA agent who checks our IDs at the airport.  Authenticity matters to us as consumers.  If the grocery store tells us that the product we’re buying is hamburger, we expect it to be hamburger and not something else.  If we’re told the cheese we buy comes from happy cows, those cows better be happy.  Authenticity matters.  It’s a big deal.
And it’s an especially big deal when it comes to our faith.  There is no bigger turn-off to the world around us than a faith that is fake.  We’ve all heard the criticism: “The reason I don’t go to church is because there are so many hypocrites there.  Those people say one thing and do another.”  And that criticism is often right on target.  Last year I saw an interview with a politician who had introduced a bill to have the Ten Commandments posted on the walls of our public schools.  This was a topic that interests me, so I tuned in to hear what he had to say.  He seemed like a very passionate man, a man with a strong faith.  Then the interviewer asked the politician this question: “Can you name any of the Ten Commandments?”  That’s a fair question, isn’t it?  If you’ve introduced a bill to have the Ten Commandments posted on the walls of our public schools, you would surely be intimately familiar with what they say, right?  But he couldn’t name a single one.  I tried to help him out – “Don’t murder, don’t steal, don’t covet” – but the poor guy couldn’t hear me.  And the point was made – this guy was a fake, a hypocrite.  He didn’t care about the Ten Commandments; he only cared about getting the votes of people who care about the Ten Commandments.
It is perfectly fair for those on the outside of the Church to expect those of us on the inside to really believe what we say we believe and to put into practice those things we say are important to us.  It is fair for them to expect us to live authentic Christian lives.  And frankly, we want to live authentic Christian lives.  We aren’t interested in faking it.  We aren’t interesting in pretending.  Sure, we still mess up.  We are saved by God’s grace, after all, not because we live perfect lives.  But we very much want this to work.  We want our faith to work.  We want our faith to make a difference in our marriages.  We want our faith to make a difference in how we do our jobs and in the kind of neighbors we are and in what kind of citizens we are.  We want our faith to be authentic – we want a faith that works.
And that’s the theme of the book we will be studying together over the next ten weeks, the book of James.  James is a short letter that you’ll find near the end of the New Testament, only five chapters long.  You will find James to be an immensely practical book, and a very straightforward book.  There are some books in the Bible that can be particularly hard to understand, like the book of Revelation, books where you can read an entire chapter and say, “What in the world did that mean?”  James is not that kind of book.  James may have been written two thousand years ago, but it is just as readable and understandable today as it was when he first wrote it.

Since this is our first Sunday in James I want to take a few minutes to introduce you to the author.  He is not as familiar to us as some of the other authors of the New Testament.  We know Paul pretty well – his life story is told to us in some detail in the book of Acts, and Paul went on to write 13 of the 27 books in the New Testament.  We know John – John was one of Jesus’ closest disciples, and he wrote five books in the New Testament – the Gospel of John, the three letters of John, and the book of Revelation.  But James only wrote this one short letter, and he doesn’t give us any information about himself in this letter, so we have to work a little harder to find out who James is.  Let me tell you what we know, and then we will very quickly get into the theme of this series: “Faith That Works: The Life Of An Authentic Christian.”
James, The Brother Of Jesus
Here’s how the book begins: “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.”  So who is this guy?  There are a couple of possibilities, but the view of most commentators throughout church history is that this is James the brother of Jesus.  It comes as a surprise to some people that Jesus had brothers, but the New Testament is pretty clear about this fact.  In Mark 3:31 we read, “Then Jesus’ mother and brothers arrived.”  In John 7:10 we read that Jesus’ brothers went ahead of Jesus to the Feast of Tabernacles.  And in Mark 6 we’re even given some names:  “Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother of James, Joseph, Judas and Simon?  Aren’t his sisters here with us?” (Mark 6:3)  
So as the little brother of Jesus, James had a very unique perspective on who Jesus was.  And if you’ve read the Gospels you know that none of Jesus’ brothers were particularly supportive.  In fact, at one point in the Gospels they accuse Jesus of being nuts.  They had very serious doubts about Jesus.  And you can’t blame them.  They grew up with Jesus, they sat at the dinner table with him, they played games together, and they went to school together.  They saw Jesus go through puberty.  So when they hear their older brother claim to be the Son of God, well, that didn’t go over so well.
But we have a strong clue about when things turned around for James in one of Paul’s writings.  In 1 Corinthians 15 Paul writes about the resurrection of Jesus, and this is what he says: “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.  After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep.  Then he appeared to James …” (1 Corinthians 15:3-7)  Jesus apparently made a special point in the days after his resurrection of tracking down his younger brother James to show him that he was in fact exactly who he claimed to be.  And as you might imagine, James was never the same.  He became a fully devoted follower of the risen Jesus.  I’m sure it took some time for him to wrap his head around the thought that his older brother was God in the flesh, but that’s exactly the conclusion James came to.  So when he writes this letter, James doesn’t introduce himself as “James, the younger brother of Jesus.”  He writes, “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.”
Let me quickly tell you two more important facts about James. First, the book of Acts tells us that James was one of the leaders of the early church.  Acts 15 describes an important council where the first Christians gathered to debate which of the Old Testament rules the newly converted Gentile Christians needed to keep, and it was James who took charge of the meeting and summarized the council’s conclusions.  Second, James was one of the early influences on the Apostle Paul.  In Paul’s letter to the Galatians Paul writes that after his conversion he spent three years out in the wilderness studying by himself before he finally went to Jerusalem, which was at that time the center of the Christian faith.  Paul says, “Then after three years, I went up to Jerusalem to get acquainted with Peter and stayed with him fifteen days.  I saw none of the other apostles – only James, the Lord’s brother.” (Galatians 1:18-19)   

So that’s James.  But who is he writing this letter to?  Here’s what he tells us: “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations.”  There’s actually quite a lot of debate about who James wrote this letter to; let me just give you the majority opinion.  Scholars believe that James is actually one of the first books of the New Testament to be put down in writing.  In fact, the first two books of the New Testament to be put in writing were almost certainly James and Galatians.  Because of the early date of the book, we think James’ readers, though they are described as “scattered among the nations,” probably live relatively close to the land of Palestine.  Acts 11:19 probably gives us the background when it says, “Those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews.”  The important part of the background to remember is this – these were people under persecution.  Our Bridgebuilders group meets one Thursday night a month to pray for the persecuted church around the world.  These people would fit into that category.  Life was particularly stressful for them.  So James writes them this letter to encourage them and to challenge them to put their faith to work.  
Faith Works When Times Are Tough
And James doesn’t waste any time getting to the point.  Right out of the gate James lets them know that if their faith is real, if their faith is genuine, then their faith is going to work for them when times are tough.  Here’s what he 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.  Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.  (James 1:2-4)  
Now where would James get such a crazy idea?  I mean, I can understand James saying, “Suck it up when times are tough.”  Or , “Gut it out when times are tough.”  Or, “Look, you need to man up when times are tough so people can see that your faith works.”  But that’s not what he says; he says, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds.”  
What do you think of when you think of pure joy?  The Giants winning the World Series – that’s pure joy.  The birth of your son or your daughter – that’s pure joy.  Getting your first job, a vacation to Hawaii, a brand new car – that’s pure joy.  Pure joy for me is as simple as pepperoni pizza, diet Pepsi and my favorite TV show.  Those things we can understand; that makes sense.  But that’s not what James says.  James says to consider “trials” to be pure joy.  The Greek word for “trials” is the word “peirasmos,” the same root word that we get our word “pirate” from, a word that in other contexts is translated as “attacker.”  Maybe pirates bring you pure joy if you’re a kid at Disneyland going on the Pirates of the Caribbean ride for the first time, but otherwise a pirate who attacks you and who robs you is not my picture of joy.  So where does James get this idea, the thought that we should consider our trials to be pure joy?
And the answer is – he got it from his brother.  Do you remember the Beatitudes?  Here’s how they end; these are the words of Jesus: “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.  Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” (Matthew 5:11-12)  And in addition to hearing it from Jesus, James saw it lived out by the apostles.  He saw firsthand, up close and in person, that faith in Jesus works when times are tough.  In Acts 5 the apostles are arrested, beaten and threatened with death.  And how do they react?  Here’s what we read: “The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name.” (Acts 5:41)  James tells us to consider our trials to be pure joy because he’d heard Jesus say the same thing, and because he saw it lived out by Jesus’ followers.  Authentic faith is a faith that works when times are tough.
Have you ever bought a product that doesn’t work, that doesn’t do what it says it would do?  If you’ve ever bought something you saw on an infomercial, then I am fairly sure you bought something that doesn’t work.  The commercial said this was guaranteed to help you lose weight, that the pounds would melt off in your sleep, and – of course – it didn’t work.  Did you ever see an infomercial sponsored by a man named Don Lapre?  I had a good friend buy one of Lapre’s products, a product that he promised would make my friend wealthy.  In recent years Lapre has been hailed as the Vitamin King, vitamins being the latest product he’s sold to the watching public, vitamins and a multi-level marketing plan.  The problem is that none of Lapre’s products worked, none of them did what he said they would do.  Don Lapre is now in jail, and faces 25 years in prison for fraud.  
We don’t want our faith to be a fraud; we can’t afford for our faith to be a fraud.  It has to work.  And the good news is that it does.  I’ve been reading a book called “The Privilege of Persecution,” a book about the persecuted church.  One of the oddities of church growth in our world is that the church grows the fastest in places where persecution is strongest.  Non-believers don’t become Christians because they think that by becoming Christians they will get rich or that life will become easier.  They know from looking around at the Christians they know that life is only going to get harder.  So why do they become Christians?  Because they can see that faith works.  They see that the faith of their friends helps them overcome tough times.  They see their friends counting it as pure joy when they encounter trials and persecution.  They see their friends living authentically, and they figure if faith works for their friends, it can work for them.
So how do we develop that kind of a faith, a faith that works when times are tough?  I think James tells us in the next verse when he writes this: “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.” (James 1:5)  Here’s a great definition of wisdom – wisdom is seeing life from God’s perspective.  When God looks at our lives, he is able to see the beginning, the middle and the end.  He’s able to see our lives not only from the up close perspective, but from the perspective of eternity.  He is able to see our lives with perfect clarity.  He knows what’s truly important in our lives, and what isn’t.  And from God’s perspective what is far more important than our comfort is our character.   And it turns out that our character is shaped far more effectively by adversity than it is by comfort.

Author John Eldridge writes in his book “The Sacred Romance” about a Scottish discus thrower from the 19th century.  He lived days before professional trainers and developed his skills alone in the Scottish highlands.  He had never seen a real discus before, so he made his own discus from the description he read in a book. What he didn’t know was that the competition discus was made of wood with an outer rim of iron. The discus he made was made of pure metal, four times heavier than the ones used by his competitors. This committed Scotsman trained day after day, laboring under the burden of the extra weight.  He marked the record distance and kept working until he could throw his discus that far.  When he finally arrived at the competition, he was handed the official wooden discus. He threw it like a tea saucer.  He set a new record in his first competition, and was the undisputed champion for many years thereafter.  And that’s how we develop our character – by training under a heavy burden.  That’s why God allows trials into our lives, because the testing of our faith develops perseverance, and perseverance enables us to become mature and complete, not lacking anything.
There’s an old story that illustrates the difference perspective makes.  As the story goes, an old dog fell into a farmer’s deep well. After considering the situation, the farmer decided that he would never be able to rescue the dog, and that he really didn’t need the well, so he went to work to fill the well up with dirt.  When the farmer began shoveling, the dog was more than a little unhappy.   At first he resigned himself to being buried; this was surely the end for him.  But as the farmer kept on shoveling, and the dirt hit his back, a thought struck the old dog. He realized that he had been looking at this all wrong.  So each time a shovel full of dirt hit his back, the dog would shake off the dirt and step up.  One shovel-full after another, the dog would shake off the dirt and step up.  Finally, and to the farmer’s surprise, the exhausted, filthy dog stepped triumphantly over the wall of that well.  What he initially thought would bury him actually benefited him.  
Ever felt like life was piling on you, like one bad thing after another kept happening to you and you just had no idea why?  We all have.  And when we do, God invites us to ask him for wisdom; he invites us to ask for his help in seeing life from his perspective, in seeing how the things that seem to be burying us alive are actually working to benefit us.  Faith works when we see things from God’s perspective, when we see the purpose in the pain, when we realize that our character is more important than our comfort.  
If our faith is authentic, it’s got to work for us when times are tough.  Our small group read a short article awhile ago called “Two Minutes To Eternity” written by a Christian leader named Marshall Shelley.  It starts with these words: “I was with my son his entire life.  Two minutes.”  Halfway through his wife’s pregnancy Shelley and his wife learned that their baby had a chromosomal abnormality called Trisomy 13.  The doctor informed them that if the baby survived to birth, it would be born with a malformed heart, it would be missing portions of its cerebellum and would have spina bifida.  The doctor said, “This is a condition that is incompatible with life.”  This was a challenge for their faith.  Shelley was a pastor, an author, a Christian leader.  People would be watching him to see how he handled this tragedy.  People would be wondering if his faith was authentic, if it was the real thing, if his faith would work.

The day came, their son was born, and then two minutes later, he passed away.  They grieved, they cried, they held each other.  Then the nurse asked them a question: “Do you have a name for the baby?”  They did.  His name is Toby, Shelley’s wife said.  “It’s short for a biblical name, Tobiah.  It means ‘God is good.’”  Shelley said this: “We had long thought about the name for this child.  We didn’t particularly feel God’s goodness at that moment.  The name was what we believed, not what we felt.  It was what we wanted to feel again someday.”

 Shelley then asked this question – why would God create a child to live for two minutes?  That’s a great question.  And God gave Shelley what I think is a great answer.  God gave Shelley the wisdom to see life from God’s perspective.  Here’s the answer: “Why did God create a child to live two minutes?  He didn’t.  He didn’t create Toby to live two minutes or my daughter Mandy to live two years. He didn’t create me to live 40 years, or whatever number he may choose to extend my days in this world.  God created Toby for eternity.  He created each of us for eternity, where we may be surprised to find our true calling, which always seemed just out of reach here on earth.”  
When we look at our hardship and our pain from our perspective, it often doesn’t make much sense to us.  It all seems so pointless, so unfair.  But God invites us to ask him for wisdom; he is eager to help us see our pain from his perspective, to enable us to see that what we thought was going to bury us would actually benefit us.  From God’s perspective we see how temporary the pain and the loss is.  We see that we were meant for eternity, and that the character we develop here and now will make our eternity so much more meaningful.  When Marshall Shelley’s faith was put to the test, he and everyone watching discovered that faith works.  And it can work for us.  There’s nothing fake about faith in God.  It’s the real thing; it really works.  Give it a try and discover for yourself that when times are tough, faith works.
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