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May you be made strong with all the strength that 
comes from His glorious power, and may you be 
prepared to endure everything with patience, 
while joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has 
enabled you to share in the inheritance of the 
saints in the light. 

In this life there is daily pressure to do the wrong 
thing. You see an opportunity to get more money 
out of a business deal than it is worth… Do you 
take it? A co-worker wants to have an affair on a 
business trip and promises to never tell… Do you 
give in? A colleague who got the promotion you 
wanted has a secret that only you know…Do you 
tell it? A friend tells a joke that crosses the 
line...Do you call them on it? Every single day we 
have dozens of chances to stand up and do the 
right thing – most of the time these come at us so 
quickly, we don't even have time to think.  
Perhaps we believe the consequences are not so 
grave or perhaps we are unclear about them. But 
the early Christians had plenty of time and great 
clarity. 

Imagine you are a shopkeeper in Ancient Rome. 
The citizens believed that Christians, by failing to 
worship Zeus or Apollo, were to blame for the 
latest drought. Should you publicly proclaim Christ 
and lose the ability to feed your family? When a 
Roman official commands you to offer a sacrifice 
to Caesar and proclaim him Lord or else feed you 
to the lions...Do you do it? 

For as long as there have been followers of 
Christ there has been temptation, both internal 
and external, to stray from His path. While Christ 
offers forgiveness, we know it can be too easy to 
presume on His grace. We know failing for lack of 
trying is a rather pathetic excuse for everything 
that God in Jesus Christ has done for us. God 
knows we will fail. But God wants us to keep 
striving. 

In fact, scripture teaches us that God has 
designed these trials so that we would come to 
know the true value and joy of walking in the steps 
of our Lord. This is why James can tell us not only 
that we should endure, but that we can do so with 
joy. 

The New Testament is filled with references to 
patience, endurance, faithfulness, strength, and 
steadfastness because the Biblical authors knew 
how terribly difficult the walk of faith is. But they 
also believed, in fact with their very lives, that 
enduring and finishing the race was worth it and 
that God would strengthen us for the task if we 
would only ask. 

Scripture shows us how to cultivate an enduring 
heart: keep your eye on the prize, maintain a 
realistic picture of the world as it is, and cling to a 
steadfast belief in the goodness and power of 
God. 

It begins with keeping the eye on the prize. 
Perseverance separates the average performer 
from the outstanding one. Many of us set goals, 
but those who achieve them believe deep within 
that the goal is worth it. Olympians picture 
themselves with that shiny piece of gold around 
their neck from the time they are toddlers. James 
describes a spectacularly amazing goal for the 
Christian that endures. 

“The crown of life that the Lord has promised to 
those who love him.” 

This is the gift of eternal life with God in heaven. 
The crown is emblematic of a special blessing from 
God for maintaining the faith in severe 
circumstances. Imagine a special recognition from 
the resplendent creator of the universe. No more 
sublime, precious gift could we possibly imagine.    

And while an enduring heart keeps its eye on the 
prize, it is also rooted in the real world. It does not 
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expect to become a world class athlete after one 
practice session. It takes a tremendous amount of 
effort and willingness to fail, time and again, 
without giving up on your goal and clinging to the 
confident belief that you will ultimately be 
victorious. 

In Jim Collins book Good to Great, he describes 
what is called the Stockdale paradox. 

You must retain faith that you will prevail in the 
end, regardless of the difficulties. 
AND at the same time… 
You must confront the most brutal facts of your 
current reality, whatever they might be. 

The paradox is named after an American soldier 
James Stockdale who was captive for 8 years and 
tortured more than 20 times in a Vietnamese 
prisoner of war camp. He said, “I never doubted 
not only that I would get out, but also that I would 
prevail in the end and turn the experience into the 
defining event of my life, which, in retrospect, I 
would not trade.” Even though he never doubted, 
he was not filled with naïve optimism.  

He said “[The optimists] were the ones who said, 
‘We’re going to be out by Christmas.’ And 
Christmas would come, and Christmas would go. 
Then they’d say, ‘We’re going to be out by Easter.’ 
And Easter would come, and Easter would go. And 
then Thanksgiving, and then it would be Christmas 
again. And they died of a broken heart.” 

Stockdale’s heart remained strong because he 
prepared himself and others for the brutal reality 
of the long hall even while being steadfastly 
confident that someday he would be free. 

The Israelites languished in Egypt for centuries 
but still believed in the power of God to deliver 
them. And, upon reflection, we can see that God 
used that time to shape this tribe of Jacob into the 
people of Israel we know today. 

An enduring heart not only believes in God’s 
ultimate victory but that God has something 
profound to teach us in the trials themselves. 
Embracing trials and hardships, though, is an 
extremely counter-cultural enterprise in today’s 

world. We have arranged our lives, and those of 
our children’s, to treat hardship as the enemy and 
that trials are to be avoided at all costs. 

But James’ epistle teaches us that faith only 
matures by what it endures. He writes, “[The] 
testing of your faith produces endurance; and let 
endurance have its full effect, so that you may be 
mature…” James can write the rather shocking 
truth that we consider trials “nothing but joy!” 
Contrary to our culture of immediate gratification, 
he claims precisely the opposite. True joy only 
comes through endurance. 

But there is one last key ingredient to finding joy 
through hardship. 

In ancient Roman culture, the testing of virtue as 
a means to build character was a popular notion – 
the individual against extreme adversity becomes 
the lone hero and moral champion. But James had 
a different vision of moral virtue. For Christ’s call 
to discipleship is all about the community.    

The hardship is putting your individual goals 
aside that we may serve others. Especially, as 
James tells us later in his letter, “widows and 
orphans in distress”. The essence of Christian 
moral virtue is found in giving oneself over to the 
needs of the community, ensuring that the lost 
and alone are not left behind. 

A few years ago at the Seattle Special Olympics, 
nine contestants all physically or mentally disabled 
assembled at the starting line for the 100-yard 
dash. At the gun, they all started out, not exactly 
in a dash, but with a relish to run the race to the 
finish and win. All, that is, except one boy who 
stumbled on the asphalt, tumbled over a couple of 
times, and began to cry. The other eight heard the 
boy cry. They slowed down and looked back. They 
all turned and went back…every one of them. One 
girl with Down Syndrome bent down and kissed 
him and said, “This will make it better.” All nine 
linked arms and walked across the finish line – 
together. Everyone in the stadium stood and the 
cheering went on for several minutes. 
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What is the point in crossing the finish line if you 
are all alone? What is the point of struggling to 
victory if others are lost? Jesus called 12 disciples 
so they would struggle together. We must turn 
around if necessary and grab the hands of those 
left behind. We must grab the hands of those 
mourning the terrible act of hatred in Charleston 
and let them know we care, let them know they 
are not alone in mourning. 

We must struggle together that all would know 
the love, justice, and peace of God our Father. It is 
at that point that we most deeply reflect the 
image of God within us, for God is selfless love. 
And so we find deep joy because we have finally 
become what God made us to be: beings of light 
and love – together. 

 


