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      Introduction: 

Genuine Faith 
A Study of the Book of James 

      

      Many professing Christians today do not understand the importance of obedience in 

the Christian life. They have been taught, and rightly so, that works have no role in 

getting us into a right relationship with God. “For it is by grace you have been saved, 

through faith and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no 

one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9). But what James teaches in this book is that anyone 

who claims to have faith and yet is unconcerned about leading a life of obedience to 

Christ, must have her faith questioned. James does not argue that a Christian must add 

works to her faith but he does insist that true saving faith will work.1 The book of James 

is a very practical book of instruction coupling faith and works in the Christian life. 

    

Faith in Action 

     “I would like to tell you a story that God is including us in right now about a little boy 

that He has brought into our lives.” So began the letter from missionaries serving in 

Africa. Their story is a story of genuine faith in action. The little 12 year old boy the 

missionary referred to had been given over to an Islamic teacher called a marabout. The 

marabout is supposed to provide for all the needs such as food, clothing, shelter, and 

health of the child placed in his care and to provide focused teaching from the Koran. But 

as in the case of this young boy, these children are usually little more than orphaned 

street children begging for food and money to take back to the marabout.  

 

     On this particular day, the missionary’s house helper was walking to work when she 

found this young boy lying on the side of the road. The whole side of his face was 

swollen and he was in great pain. Many people had just walked by the boy, but as a 

mother, she could not. She had compassion for him and brought him to the missionary’s 

home. 

 

     The missionary, who was a physician’s assistant, examined the boy and gave him 

some basic medications. The boy then slept on a mattress at their home for the rest of the 

day. When her husband came home that evening, he and a neighbor took the boy back to 

the marabout and explained how the boy was to take the medication the physician’s 

assistant gave him and the urgent need for further treatment. 

 

     When the missionaries returned to check on the boy the next day, he was much worse. 

They feared for his life and pleaded with the marabout’s brother to allow them to take the 

boy to a clinic. He agreed. The doctor at the clinic was furious about the condition of the 

boy and the customs which had brought him to that point. When he asked who would pay 

for the boy’s stay in the clinic, the missionaries told him that they would. The doctor was 

amazed and deeply touched that these strangers and foreigners would care for him in this 

way.  
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     After a number of days, the young boy was allowed to go home to recuperate, but he 

would require further medical care. The marabout asked the missionaries if they would 

care for the boy in their home until he was better. They told him it would be a joy and 

honor to do so.  

 

     The marabout, the doctor, the grandmother (who eventually came to see the boy), and 

all the missionaries’ neighbors were deeply impressed that the missionaries would pay for 

a little boy whom they had not even known a week ago. When they asked the 

missionaries “Why?” they replied, “God brought this boy into our lives and God loves 

and cares for him. We trust that God will provide the money to pay for that.” 

 

     The missionary closed her letter by saying this regarding the young boy: “I am 

praying for opportunities to share with him the true Word of God. I see how God 

intervened in his life… and believe God has a purpose and place for him.” 

 

     Faith in action - this is the kind of genuine faith that James talks about in his letter. 

James insists that Christian practice must be consistent with Christian belief. In other 

words, a person cannot simply say she is a Christian, but must demonstrate by her actions 

the inward work of the Holy Spirit. “Like the OT prophets and as with Jesus, James sees 

no tension between (and indeed weds closely together) orthodoxy and orthopraxy – 

correct belief and correct behavior…. Both remain absolutely essential to the gospel.” 2 

 

The Author 

     The book of James opens with, “James, a servant of God and the Lord Jesus Christ, 

to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations: Greetings.” The author is James, but the 

question is, which James? From the way the author identifies himself generally as “a 

servant of the Lord,” we can assume he was well known to his readers. But a bit of 

detective work must be done in order for later theologians to pinpoint the right James.  

 

     The New Testament refers to a number of people who bear the name James: the son of 

Zebedee, an apostle and brother of John (Mark 1:19); the son of Alphaeus, also an apostle 

(Mark 3:18); the brother of Jesus (Mark 6:3; Galatians 1:19); James the younger (Mark 

15:40); and James the father of Judas (Luke 6:16). 

 

     Of all those called James in the New Testament, only two see, to be possible 

candidates as authors of this letter: James the son of Zebedee, and James, the brother of 

the Lord. James, the son of Zebedee was put to death by Herod Agrippa I around AD 44 

(Acts 12:2) which predated this letter. This leaves James, the brother of the Lord, as the 

most likely candidate. 

 

     What do we know about James? James was the half brother of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Matthew 13:55 tells us that Jesus had a younger brother name James, “Isn’t this the 

carpenter’s son? Isn’t his mother’s name Mary, and aren’t his brothers’ James, Joseph, 

Simon and Judas?” These brothers were born to Mary and Joseph after the birth of Jesus. 

 



 3 

     Joseph and Mary were engaged to be married when the angel Gabriel came to Mary 

and told her she would be with child and give birth to a son. Mary asked the angel, “How 

can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel answered, “The holy Spirit will come upon 

you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will 

be called the Son of God” (Luke 1:34-35). The angel commanded Joseph to take Mary as 

his wife and he did so, but he did not have relations with her until after Jesus was born. 

Matthew 1:25 states, “But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he 

gave him the name of Jesus.” Thereafter, Joseph and Mary had other children and it 

would appear that James was the elder of Jesus’ half brothers.  

 

     James would have been raised in a godly home, but if you have brothers or sisters, 

perhaps you can understand how James must have found it very difficult to believe that 

his brother, with whom he grew up, was the Messiah! And indeed, in the beginning 

James did not believe in Jesus (John 7:2-5). But at some point, it all came together for 

James and he believed! In 1 Corinthians 15:5-7, the Apostle Paul mentions that Christ 

appeared to James after His resurrection, so it is quite likely this was the moment when 

his eyes were opened! 

 

     James became a highly respected and beloved leader of the early church (Acts 15:13-

23). He was devoted to prayer and to the study of Scripture and was able to apply the 

truths therein in very practical ways to life situations. Tradition states that James was the 

brother of Jude (Judas) who wrote the next to the last book of the Bible. 

 

     The Jewish historian Josephus states that, in AD 62, James was stoned to death by the 

scribes and Pharisees for refusing to renounce his commitment to Jesus Christ.3 

 

The Readers and Their Situation 

     The letter was written to “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (James 1:2).  

They were Jewish Christians who, because of persecution, had been forced to flee their 

homes in Palestine and establish new lives in areas such as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and 

Antioch (Acts 11:19). (Blomberg says that James is most likely referring to “a collection 

of Jewish-Christian congregations somewhere outside Israel toward the eastern end of the 

Mediterranean basin, perhaps in Syria.”4) 

 

     Many left everything they owned and faced economic distress, loss of family and lack 

of spiritual fellowship. They also had to deal with the trauma that goes with forced 

dislocation. In many cases the environment where they relocated was hostile and they had 

to do labor for wealthy people who took advantage of their situation (James 5:4-6). (I am 

sure this book is very comforting to those millions of Christians around the world today 

who find themselves in similar situations.) 

 

      Even though these Jewish Christians suffered greatly, the dispersion from their 

homeland was a vital factor in the spread of the gospel. This should be an encouragement 

to us that God always has a redemptive purpose in mind when we experience suffering. 
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     James wrote as their pastor and encouraged them to walk worthy of their calling as 

God’s children. And today, that is God’s message to you and to me! 

 

 

Insert: April, 2020.  

     Today is April 2, 2020, and, like much of the rest of the world, I am quarantined in my 

home because of the Corona Virus pandemic. I am updating this Bible study on the book 

of James and as I do so, I am struck with the amazing relevancy of the text to our current 

circumstances. Just as the Christians to whom James wrote were suffering economic 

distress, illness and death, isolation and forced dislocation, so are millions of people 

around the world today!  

 

     We all ask, “When will it end?” and “How will it end?” Only God knows the answer 

to those questions. But all of Scripture, and this book in particular, gives strong assurance 

to us that God will use these trials for good in our lives as we yield to Him.  

 

     James opens his letter with these encouraging words, “Count it all joy, my brothers, 

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). 

 

     Make no mistake, Satan wants these trials to discourage and destroy us and turn us 

away from trusting in God. But, praise God, His purposes are always to mold us into that 

beautiful person He has created us to be in Christ Jesus! C.S. Lewis explained this 

poignantly in one of his writings concerning an encounter between Jesus and Satan. I 

believe you will be astounded how relevant this writing is for our situation today.  

 

Satan: “I will cause anxiety, fear, panic. I will shut down business, schools, places of 

worship, and sporting events. I will cause economic turmoil.” 

 

Jesus: “I will bring together neighbors, restore the family unit, I will bring dinner back to 

the kitchen table. I will help people slow down their lives to appreciate what really 

natters. I will teach my children to rely on me and not the world. I will teach my children 

to trust me and not their money and material resources.”  (C.S. Lewis, 1942.) 

 

Canonicity 

     James has been a very controversial book and its place in the canon1 was contested by 

some early theologians. However, we must note that the book was not questioned 

because there was any fault found with its teaching. Some of the reasons for doubting the 

authority of the book were because it had not been written by one of the twelve apostles  

and because of its lack of doctrinal content. James is a very practical book, but it is not 

theological in nature as are Paul’s epistles for example. After a period of scrutiny, it 

successfully passed the test and was granted unanimous recognition to it as canonical. In 

AD 397 the Council of Carthage recognized its canonicity.5 

 

 
1 The canon is an authoritative list of books accepted as Holy Scripture. 
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     Even though some early theologians had a negative view of James, the book is very 

popular among ordinary believers. One of the primary reasons is that it is intensely  

practical. James has solid theological basis for his teaching, but he concentrates more on 

the practical outworking of the theology. James tells us clearly what to do and what not to 

do in the course of our everyday lives.  

      

     The second reason why James is so attractive is because it is very concise. James 

doesn’t develop a point at length, but makes his point and then moves on. The book of 

James has been compared to the book of Proverbs in the Old Testament because of the 

short, direct statements on wise living. 

 

     Third, James uses illustrations and metaphors with which we all can identify: 

comparing the tongue to a tiny spark which can set a forest on fire; our lives to the 

morning fog that is here a little while and then gone; and the kind of patience we should 

have to the patience of farmers who wait for the harvest to ripen. 

 

Date 

     The book of James was most likely written in the middle 40s making it the first of the 

New Testament books to be written. In fact “it is the first existing Christian writing of 

any kind of which we know.”6 There was no reference to the Jerusalem Council recorded 

in Acts 15 (AD 48 or 49) and James certainly would have mentioned this historical 

meeting in a letter addressed to the Jewish believers. James was most likely martyred in 

AD 62 and therefore the early date for the writing of the letter seems to be supported by 

these facts.  

 

Relation to Other Writings  

     “James depends more than any other NT author on the teaching of Jesus.”7 It is 

evident that the book is greatly influenced by Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount found in 

Matthew 5-7. In fact, one theologian views James as a practical commentary on the 

Sermon on the Mount.8 It is not that James directly quotes Jesus, but that he weaves 

Jesus’ teaching into the tapestry of his instruction. For example, James 1:5, “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,” corresponds to Matthew 7:7, “Ask, and it will be given to you; 

seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.”   

 

     The table below indicates the extent of the Sermon on the Mount’s influence on this 

book.9 
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                         Sermon on                                      Sermon on 

James               the Mount               James               the Mount 

1:2                    5:10-12                   3:6                    5:22 

1:4                    5:48                         3:10-12            7:15-20 

1:5                    7:7-12                      3:17-18            5:9 

1:9                    5:3                           4:4                    6:24 

1:12                  7:14                         4:10                  5:3-5 

1:20                  5:22                         4:11-12             7:1-5 

1:22                  7:21-27                    5:2-3                 6:19-20 

2:5                    5:3                           5:10                   5:12 

2:13                  5:7                           5:11                   5:10 

2:13                  6:14-15                    5:12                   5:33-37 

2:14-16             7:21-23 

 

     The book of James has often been referred to as a book of wisdom much like Proverbs 

in the Old Testament. It has been classified in this way because of the general moral tone 

of the letter and because of the letter’s proverbial style. James does refer to wisdom 

specifically several times and indirectly numerous times.   
 

Doctrines   

     “Doctrine” is the body of teaching of our Christian faith. It is critical that we know 

what the Bible teaches and what we believe. If we do not know what we believe, we can 

be led astray so easily. 

 

     James says very little about many of the basic Christian doctrines such as the person 

and work of Jesus Christ and His fulfillment of the Old Testament, the work of the Holy 

Spirit and the significance of the church as the Apostle Paul does in his letters. James is 

writing to encourage and exhort former parishioners who were acquainted with the basic 

doctrines of the church. His letter addresses the very practical working out of their 

salvation, but his practical emphasis comes from a solid theological foundation.  

 

     Paul calls attention to the “root” of salvation and what happens at the moment of 

conversion while James calls attention to the “fruit” of our salvation, looking at what 

happens in the life of the believer after new birth. While James’ emphasis is on the fruit 

of our salvation, he is wholeheartedly in agreement with Paul that we are saved through 

faith alone (Acts 15). 

 

     The chart below compares James’ message with Paul’s message in the epistles.  

 

                                  Paul’s Message                            James Message   

Emphasis                Calls attention to the                            Calls attention to the 

                                     “root” looking at what                         “fruit” looking at what 

                                     happens at the moment                        happens after salvation 

                                  of salvation 

Perspective            Focuses on God’s part                         Focuses on man’s part 

 

Terms                      Deals with justification                        Deals with validation of our faith 
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     Much like the book of Proverbs, this letter does not seem to have a clearly defined 

theme. It moves rapidly from topic to topic and the relationship between the topics is not 

always clear. The overall theme is working out our salvation in everyday life. If I would 

use one word to describe James, it would be as “exhorter.” 

 

     Although James does not focus on doctrine overtly as Paul does, he does weave these 

foundational truths into his practical teaching and if we are wise we will learn to identify 

them. The four doctrines which are very prominent are (1) the doctrine of God, (the 

doctrine of the Christian life, (3) the doctrine of poverty and wealth, (4) and the doctrine 

of eschatology or end times. Let me summarize James’ teaching on these four doctrines. 

 

Doctrine of God 

     James teaches that there is “one God,” (2:19) (not multiple gods as an ungodly culture 

teaches), and that He is the only Lawgiver and Judge (4:12). He is not vindictive, but His 

children can approach Him in prayer knowing that His purpose is to give us good gifts 

and what we need (1:5). God never tempts human beings to sin (1:13-14). God has given 

us His commandments and He expects us to obey them (2:11). He refers to the grace of 

God and to the fact that God, in His holy jealousy demands the exclusive devotion of His 

people. He teaches that Jesus Christ will be the judge of all people in the end times (5:7-

9). 

 

Doctrine of the Christian Life 

     James insists that believers must not simply hear the Word of God, but do it (1:22). It 

is not enough that Christians go to church every Sunday morning and sit under the 

teaching of God’s Word, no matter how good that teaching is. “What good is it, my 

brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has not deeds? Can such faith save him?” 

(2:14) 

 

     James acknowledges that “We all stumble in many ways” (3:2), but he encourages us 

to progress toward maturity. About his progression toward maturity or perfection, John 

Wesley says, “It is purity of intention, dedicating all the life to God. It is the giving God 

all our heart; it is one desire and design ruling all our tempers. It is the devoting, not a 

part, but all our soul, body, and substance to God.”10 

 

Doctrine of Poverty and Wealth 

     The Old Testament teaches that God has a particular concern for the poor and 

downtrodden in our world. Deuteronomy 10:18-19 states, “He defends the cause of the 

fatherless and the widow, and loves the alien, giving him food and clothing. And you are 

to love those who are aliens, for you yourselves were aliens in Egypt.” Jesus had many 

teachings about the helpless in societies and the rich and the poor. Therefore a strong 

teaching in the book of James is that Christians must have compassion and demonstrate 

practical concern for the down trodden. Just how that is to be accomplished will require 

the wisdom of God and our commitment to the leading of the Holy Spirit. 

 

     James does not equate economic status with spiritual status. In other words, it does not 

follow that if a person is poor they are righteous or if they are rich they are evil. James 
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does condemn the rich for hoarding their money at the expense of the poor, defrauding 

workers and living in wanton luxury (5:1-6).  

 

     Doctrine of Eschatology 

          Biblical eschatology is concerned with the doctrine of the last days. James warns 

believers about the coming judgment (1:10-11; 2:12-13; 3:1; 5:1-6, 9, 12) and reminds 

them of the rewards they can look forward to if they live in obedience to the Lord (1:12; 

2:5; 4:10; 5:20). He reminds them that the Lord’s coming is imminent (5:8-9). 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

     James is a very convicting book. I would imagine you will see yourself on nearly 

every page in one role or another. As we study this challenging and relevant book, I pray 

you will allow the Holy Spirit free reign to do His good work in your heart and life.  

 

Reatha Saylor 

Fall, 2011 

Update, Spring, 2020. 
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Introduction Questions:  

 

1. The account of the missionaries in Africa is true and current. I know because they are 

from our church and are dear friends. They saw a need and with compassion and 

generosity they spent time and money, mixed with the love of God, to meet that need.  

 

There are needs around us every day. Lonely people are one of the most pressing needs 

and yet frequently ignored. A phone call, a visit, some act of kindness could make a 

tremendous difference in their lives today. Would you be willing to reach out to 

someone? Why or why not? What might hinder you?  

 

 

 

 

2. Now that you have read the introduction, how would you describe the book of James? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. (a) Where does James most likely fit in the order of his siblings? (p.7) 

 

 

(b) There are those who teach that Mary remained a virgin all of her life. Explain how the 

following verses refute that teaching (Matthew 1:25; 13:55). 

 

 

 

 

4. Surely Joseph and Mary told their other children about the miraculous birth of Jesus, 

yet, at first his brothers did not believe in Him. Why do you think they didn’t believe that 

Jesus was the Messiah? (John 7:2-5) 

 

 

 

 

 

5. When did James most likely come to full realization of who Christ was? (1 Corinthians 

15:3-7) 

 

 

 

 

5. What was James’ position in the early church? (Acts 15:13) 
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6. To whom was the letter of James written and what was the situation of these people? 

(p.8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Which of Jesus’ teachings exerted a great influence on this book? (p.10) 

 

 

 

 

8. How does Paul’s teaching go hand in hand with James’ teaching? (p.11) 
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Some of the areas where we might be tempted to give in to the ways of the world are 

speech, attitudes, values and use of time, energy, and money. You may think of other 

areas. Practically, how do you keep yourself “unstained from the world”? 

 
Notes: 

___________________________ 
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