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Code of Conduct: Growing in the Faith 

 

The choice James presents us in verses 2 thru 8 is clear: 

We can live a single-minded life of trust in God where every experience, including the trials we fall 

into, is another step in the process of becoming mature and complete persons. The single-minded 

person will still be capable of doubt. In fact, doubts may be some of the trials that person faces. These 

doubts fall into the category of the man who wisely confessed when he stood before Jesus, "I believe; 

help my unbelief!" (Mark 9:24). Single-minded persons do not dwell on whether they can find a 

shred of doubt in themselves; rather, they concentrate on wholehearted commitment to God.   

 

We can live a double-minded life where every experience will be approached with doubt and lack of 

trust in God. The double-minded person doubts and refuses to stop doubting.  

 

We must ask God for wisdom to keep making the right choice. 

 

THE RICH MAN AND THE POOR MAN 
 
(James 1:9) – Next James turns his attention to potential differences among Christians — notably 

between rich and poor. Although they share a common bond in Christ, they will face different trials 

as their faith is tested. James returns to this theme throughout his letter. 

 

The trials that James has mentioned previously have no respect for status or wealth. Suffering is 

the great leveler of people. Even though the world may apply different standards, in Christ we speak 

of each other as brothers and sisters. 

 

Some of the believers are in humble circumstances. They are low on the socioeconomic scale. The 

Greek word here, tapeinos, means "insignificant in the world's eyes, lowly, relatively poor and 

powerless, lacking in material possessions." They receive the subtle honor of being mentioned first. 

 

These scattered Jewish Christians, especially those in Palestine and Syria, would have been in such 

circumstances. They would have been ostracized by the Jews and were often disowned by their 
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families. This was also a time of famine, and Christians may have suffered severely (Acts 11:28–29). 

 

Take pride in his high position.  This pride is not an arrogance, but a rejoicing in the fact that, contrary 

to the world’s opinion, God’s opinion of them gives them great worth. The word is kauchastho (boast). 

It is used in this identical form four times in Jeremiah 9:23–24 in the Greek Old Testament (the 

Septuagint): “This is what the Lord says: ‘Let not the wise man boast of his wisdom or the strong 

man boast of his strength or the rich man boast of his riches, but let him who boasts boast about 

this: that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and 

righteousness on earth, for in these I delight,’ declares the Lord” (NIV) The only thing worth 

boasting about in this world is knowing God. And anyone who truly knows God will “boast” with 

humility. 

 

The high position is a present reality for these believers. It is their rich heritage as children of God 

who live in anticipation of participating in Christ’s eternal kingdom (James 2:5). They may be facing 

trials and persecution now, but they can take pride in the high position they have been given as God’s 

very own children. The world may say that Christ’s followers lack almost everything, but through the 

testing of their faith these believers will eventually demonstrate to the world that they actually are “not 

lacking anything” (James 1:4). 

 

DIGNITY 
 
Christianity brings a new dignity to the poor and not-so-influential people of this world. That 

dignity is most apparent in the church, where there are not (or should not be) any class distinctions. 

All believers share the distinction and dignity of being changed by the Gospel and being charged with 

the mission of taking that same Good News to the rest of the world. Believers know they have dignity 

before God because Christ died for them. Mary, the mother of Jesus, is a great example of this truth. 

The dignity that she displayed when she realized what God had done for her is seen in her prayer of 

praise, called the Magnificat (Luke 1:46–55). 

 

Whatever our social or economic situation, James challenges us to see beyond it to our eternal 

advantages. What we can have in Jesus Christ outweighs anything in this life. Knowing him gives us 

our high position, where we find our true dignity. 

 

(James 1:10) - The rich. 

Jesus used an unforgettable illustration to point out the difficulty rich people encounter in entering the 

kingdom of heaven (Matthew 19:23–26; Mark 10:23–27; Luke 18:24–27). No wonder the disciples 

were incredulous as they pictured a camel trying to squeeze through the eye of a needle. But Jesus 
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identified the problem as being in the human will, not in God’s willingness or ability to save: “Jesus 

replied, ‘What is impossible with men is possible with God” (Luke 18:27 NIV). 

 

As the gospel spread around the Mediterranean world, some who believed would have been rich Jews. 

Some, like Lydia in Philippi (Acts 16:11–15), were Gentiles, and wealthy. To such people, James 

gives a special challenge. He reminds them not to measure their worth by their riches nor to depend 

on their possessions for security and joy because earthly treasures will not last. Rich Christians need 

God’s perspective on wealth so that they will use it humbly and productively for God’s kingdom. 

 

Should take pride in his low position.  Christians, rich and poor alike, were being persecuted for their 

faith. Wealth was not always an effective protection against mob violence (see Acts 17:1–9). As they 

were being persecuted, the rich looked very much like those who were poor, and certainly they were 

on the same level. This identification with poor believers could be part of the low position that James 

is pointing out. But, since wealth and poverty are realities both in and out of persecution, the challenge 

here must include a way for rich believers to view themselves. 

 

The low position also means to be brought lower in Christ. That is, the rich are great in this world 

but are made equal to the poor in God’s world. James 2:5 says that the poor are rich in faith. So, James 

1:9–11 means that while the poor are low in this world, they are high in God’s eyes, and while the rich 

are high in this world, they are brought lower in God’s eyes, and both can teach each other. 

 

What is involved in their low position? They should take pride (healthy self-esteem) because: 
 

• They no longer need the riches of this life as a basis for security. 

• They have been accepted by Christ. 

• They have also been given the privilege of identifying with Christ in suffering along with other 

believers (Philippians 3:10). 

• Their chosen humility for the present will be rewarded in eternity (Matthew 23:12). 

 

Wealth and the abilities that lead to wealth can create a barrier between us and God. If we are rich, or 

even if we live what we modestly call a “comfortable” life-style, James reminds us that our only 

lasting security is in a relationship with Christ. We must not trust what money and power seem to 

guarantee; instead, we must humbly trust in God and his eternal riches. 

 

The NRSV captures the play on words in the parallel of tapeinos/tapeinosei (lowly/lowliness) in the 

descriptions of the two believers, “Let the believer who is lowly boast in being raised up, and the rich 

in being brought low” (James 1:9–10). 
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As a flower of the field he will pass away.  This phrase echoes Isaiah 40:6–8. We resist thoughts of 

death. James warns that this resistance is a significant danger for those who are rich. Wealth brings 

false security. In the desert, a rain shower will cause the grasses and flowers to sprout almost instantly, 

but as soon as the scorching sun hits them, they wither and die. The abundant comfort and security of 

one moment is gone the next. 

 

WHAT DO YOU TRUST? 
 
Suffering reminds us all that we are human and will also pass away. Wealth may offer temporary 

protection, but death cannot be bought off. Because believers trust God and not wealth for their 

security, they are free to use wealth in God’s service. If your grip on this life’s treasure is very tight, 

you may be ignoring what God says about your mortality. 

 

(James 1:11) - The sun rises with its scorching heat and withers the field.   

James describes a common occurrence in the Middle East. Morning is often welcomed by colorful 

desert flowers, bursting from the cool night. Their death is sudden in the sun’s scorching heat. This 

term can also refer to a sirocco, a hot southeast wind that blows straight off the desert like the wave 

of heat as an oven is opened (see Hosea 13:15). 

 

The rich man also will fade away.  This fading or withering is as sudden and unexpected as the death 

of the wildflowers. Death always intrudes. The frequent announcements of the death of well-known 

people are often made in shocked tones. Somehow, death is not supposed to happen to successful 

people. But it does. In fact, says James, a rich person can fade away even while he goes about his 

business.  Life is uncertain. Disaster is possible at any moment. The word translated business 

(poreiais) literally means “goings.” Death interrupts our schedule, our busyness, and our best-laid 

plans. It is foolish to trust in what will not last. The psalmist gives us an appropriate prayer: “Teach 

us to count our days, that we may gain a wise heart” (Psalm 90:12 NRSV). Whether the number of 

our days turns out to be large or small, each should be lived to the glory of God. 

 

The poor should be glad that riches mean nothing to God; otherwise poor people would be considered 

unworthy. The rich should be glad that wealth means nothing to God, because wealth is easily lost. 

We find true wealth by developing our spiritual life, not financial assets. Stewardship will not happen 

until wealth is seen in its proper place. The rich young ruler (Matthew 19:16–24; Mark 10:17–22; 

Luke 18:18–30) could not follow the Lord because his wealth got in the way. He had to be willing to 

forsake that god before he could honestly consider the true God. 
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James begins his letter by making sure that believers, both poor and rich, see themselves in the same 

light before God (see Galatians 3:28; Colossians 3:11). James calls his readers to find hope in God’s 

eternal promises. 

 

(James 1:12) - Blessed.  

This Greek word, makarios, in common usage described the happiness of a carefree life. The Bible 

deepens the meaning of blessed to include a deep joy that comes from receiving God’s favor. Jesus 

used this word in each of what are called the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3–12). In that message, it is 

surprising to see the kind of people Jesus called “blessed.” Using the lessons from James 1:2–4, we 

might find it helpful to express the Beatitudes in this pattern: 
 

• The poor in spirit ought to consider it pure joy, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

• Those who mourn ought to consider it pure joy, for they will be comforted. 

• Those who are meek ought to consider it pure joy, for they will inherit the earth. 

• Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness ought to consider it pure joy, for they will be 

filled, and so on. 

 

While James did not directly quote Jesus’ words, many of James’s expressions remind a reader of 

Christ’s way of speaking. The content of this letter sounds very much like the Sermon on the Mount. 

When we are strongly influenced by someone else, we might unconsciously imitate that person’s 

mannerisms and ways of speech. How often do people note that we speak about the same matters with 

the same care that Jesus expressed? 

 

Joy-filled, then, is the man who perseveres under trial.  As athletes persevere in training in order 

to improve their abilities and endurance for competition, so Christians persevere in spiritual training, 

enduring the trials that will bring maturity and completeness. Today’s trials will seem like training 

when we face tomorrow’s challenges. The way to get into God’s winner’s circle is to love him and 

stay faithful even under pressure. James does not exhort us to enjoy pain or even claim that our trials 

are fun; rather, he tells us that the trials can serve a purpose—to prove and improve our faith and to 

give us an attitude of joy. 

 

Such a one has stood the test.  There is a finish line. There are successes along the way — spiritual 

progress has its mile markers. But the trials of this life are contained in this life. Someday the test will 

be over. Only then will we appreciate just how much we have needed these gifts: 
 

• Faith in Christ 

• Joy in the Lord 
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• Endurance under pressure 

• Opportunities to pray confidently 

• Wisdom from God 

• Hope in a God who loves and values us 

 

The phrase stood the test translates a Greek expression that literally means “having become 

approved.” In the end, what matters is not whether our testing has been very difficult or very easy, but 

whether we have become approved through the tests. Near the end of his ministry, Paul used similar 

imagery as he summed up his life, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept 

the faith. Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous 

Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his 

appearing” (2 Timothy 4:7–8 NIV).  

 

James’s words speak against the emphasis on instant results. The goals that he has mentioned so 

far — faith, endurance, maturity, perfection — all sound wonderful if we could only have them 

immediately. Instead we are faced with the race of life. God offers to help us along the way. What he 

chooses not to tell us is how long our personal race will be, nor what obstacles we will meet. We are 

directed to run with finishing on our minds, whatever it takes. Our dependence on God must be 

constant. 

 

Will receive the crown of life. The first chapter of James teaches us that God’s long-term goal for us 

is maturity and completeness, but his eternal goal for us is the crown of life. James used crown of life 

as the victory wreath from a Greek game, but the more essential idea is the Jewish idea of sovereignty 

and royalty. 

 

The Greek term, stephanon tes zoes (the crown of life), is a rich expression of hope. The believer who 

endures trials by trusting God will have a life that, though not full of glory and honor, is still truly 

abundant, joyful, and victorious. Standing the tests of life gives believers even now a taste of eternity. 

But the struggles also lead to eternal life — the promise of glory in God’s presence forever (see 

Revelation 2:10). We do not compete against each other, but against our own sins and against the 

course laid out for us (see Hebrews 12:1–2). So, all who finish the race by keeping their faith in the 

face of suffering and temptation will be declared winners. Looking forward to that wonderful reward, 

and to the one who will present it to us, can be a source of strength and encouragement in times of trial 

(see also 1 Corinthians 9:24–27; 2 Timothy 4:7–8). 

 

Promised to those who love him. Christians can consider themselves truly blessed, no matter what 
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their outward circumstances, because they have been promised the crown of life. God helps believers 

undergoing trials to rest and trust in him. Not only our faith, but our love for God will deepen as we 

endure life’s trials. As we love God, his promises become ours.  

 

James 1:13 – “No one, when tempted, should say, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot 

be tempted by evil and he himself tempts no one.” 

 

We must have a correct view of God in order to persevere during times of trial. Specifically, we need 

to understand God’s view of our temptations. Trials and temptations always present us with choices. 

God wants us to make good choices, not evil ones. Hardships can produce spiritual maturity and lead 

to eternal benefits if endured in faith. But tests can also be failed. We can give in to temptation. And 

when we fail, we often use all kinds of excuses and reasons for our actions. The most dangerous of 

these is to blame God for tempting us. James turns his attention to this problem. 

 

When tempted.  

As used here, the Greek word for temptation (peirasmos) stands for a direct evil impulse. It can be 

used to indicate a trial (1:12), a temptation from within (1:14), or a temptation from without, usually 

relating to Satan’s work (Matthew 4:1). In Jesus’ best-known prayer, he told his disciples to ask God, 

“And do not lead us into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one” (Matthew 6:13 NKJV). It is 

crucial for us to remember always that God tests people for good; He does not tempt people for evil. 

Even during temptation, we can see God’s sovereignty in permitting Satan to tempt us in order to refine 

our faith and help us grow in our dependence on Christ. 

 

 No one should say, “God is tempting me.”  Instead of persevering (1:12), we may give in or give up 

in the face of trial. We might even rationalize that God is at fault for sending such a trying experience, 

and thus blame God for our failure. From the beginning it has been a natural human response to make 

excuses and blame others for sin (see Genesis 3:12–13).  

 

Excuses include: 

• “It’s the other person’s fault.” 

• “I couldn’t help it.” 

• “Everybody’s doing it.” 

• “It was just a mistake.” 

• “Nobody’s perfect.” 

• “I didn’t know it was wrong.” 

• “The devil made me do it.” 
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• “I was pressured into it.” 

 

A person who makes excuses is trying to shift blame from himself or herself to something or someone 

else. A Christian, on the other hand, accepts responsibility for his or her wrongs, confesses them, and 

asks God for forgiveness. 

 

For God cannot be tempted by evil.  

Because God cannot be tempted by evil, He cannot be the author of temptation. James is arguing 

against the pagan view of the gods where good and evil coexisted. 

 

Nor does He himself tempt anyone.   

God does not wish evil on people; He does not cause evil; He does not try to trip people up. Our failures 

are not God’s fault. God may test believers in order to strengthen their faith, but He never tries to 

induce sin or destroy faith. God does not want us to fail, but to succeed. See these examples of God 

testing his followers: Abraham (Genesis 22:1); Israel (Judges 2:22); and King Hezekiah (2 Kings 

20:12–19; 2 Chronicles 32:31). 

 

At this point, the question may be rightly asked: “If God really loves us, why doesn’t he protect us 

from temptation?” A God who kept us from temptation would be a God unwilling to allow us to grow. 

In order for a test to be an effective tool for growth, it must be capable of being failed. God actually 

proves his love by protecting us in temptation instead of protecting us from temptation. He provides a 

way to resist: “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he 

will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide 

a way out so that you can stand up under it.” (1 Corinthians 10:13) 

 

GOD’S WAY OUT OF TEMPTATION 

 

God gives us these resources during temptation: 
 

• His presence. “He will not leave you nor forsake you.”  

(Deuteronomy 31:6 NKJV see also Hebrews 13:5) 
 
• His model — Jesus. “For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order 

that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might 

make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, 

he is able to help those who are being tempted.”  

(Hebrews 2:17–18  NIV) 
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• His guidance. “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.”  

(Psalm 119:105 NRSV) 
 
• His mission for our life that keeps us directed. “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such 

a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily 

entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.”  

(Hebrews 12:1 NIV) 
 
• His other people with whom we share encouragement. “And let us consider how we may 

spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some 

are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day 

approaching.”  

(Hebrews 10:24–25 NIV) 
 
• His forgiveness when we fall and fail. “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will 

forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  

(1 John 1:9 NRSV) 

 

James 1:14 – “But one is tempted by one’s own desire, being lured and enticed by it; . .” 

Some believers thought that since God allowed trials, he must also be the source of temptation. These 

people could excuse their sin by saying that God was at fault. James corrects this. Temptations come 

from within. Here James highlights individual responsibility for sin. 

 

But each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire.   

• Behind the idea of the evil desire is the Jewish doctrine of the two yetzers. This has to do with 

the Jewish belief that all people have two yetzers or impulses — an impulse to good and an 

impulse to evil—and that these impulses war within them. It is possible, perhaps even likely, 

that James is building upon this Jewish idea. The rabbinic duality of yetzer hara, the so-called 

“evil inclination,” and yetzer hatov, the “good inclination,” is more subtle than the names 

connote. Yetzer hara is not a demonic force that pushes a person to do evil, but rather a drive 

toward pleasure or property or security, which if left unlimited, can lead to evil. 

 

The NIV adds the implied evil to the Greek epithumia (desire), which can but does not have to imply 

an evil craving or lust. Normal desires, such as hunger, can also be the starting point of temptation if 

they are allowed to control our actions. When Jesus was tempted in the wilderness (Matthew 4), the 

temptation came through a natural desire for food after a long fast. Satan urged Jesus to satisfy that 

desire in an inappropriate way, at the wrong time. The temptation was real, but Jesus did not sin by 

experiencing it. He would have sinned if he had given in to the devil’s suggestion. 
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Desires can be either fed or starved.  

If the desire itself is evil, we must deny its wish. It is up to us, with God’s help. If we encourage our 

desires, they will soon become actions. The blame for sin is ours alone. The kind of desire James is 

describing here is desire out of control. It is selfish and seductive. 

 

Does James take Satan off the hook by placing responsibility for temptation on our desires? No, he 

does not. We will see later (chapter 3:15; 4:7) that the role of Satan was very much in James’s 

thinking. Part of the answer here is in the word by (hupo), which can refer to both the agent and the 

cause. This same dual use is present in English. We can say, “He was led by his friend” or “He was 

led by the hand by his friend.” In the former case we are speaking of the agent doing the leading; in 

the latter, we are referring to the means or cause used to do the leading. Likewise, we may be led by 

our desires, but it is the devil behind the impulse when we are going in an evil direction. 

 

THE DEVIL AND OUR DESIRES 

How does the devil make our desires serve his purposes? 

• He offers suggestions from within our environment and experience. What seems at first glance 

to be harmless may lead to evil. The person who takes Satan’s suggestions into his mind is 

fighting on dangerous ground. But the devil can’t entice our mind against our will. 

• He deceives with false advertising. Fame, sex, wealth, and power are presented to us as though 

they satisfy. But we don’t have to take his suggestions. 

• He singles us out through fear, making us feel as though we are struggling alone. But we are 

warned to “Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion 

looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8 NIV). 

 

Knowing that we have these potential weaknesses in our defenses should motivate us to be careful to 

control our desires. 

 

When he is drawn away by his own desires and enticed.  The enticement of evil is expressed in two 

ways — being dragged away or being lured like a fish to bait, and being enticed. Temptation comes 

from evil desires within us, not from God. We can both build and bait our own trap. It begins with an 

evil thought and becomes sin when we dwell on the thought and allow it to become an action. Like a 

snowball rolling downhill, sin grows more destructive the more we let it have its way. The best time 

to stop a temptation is before it is too great or moving too fast to control. (See Matthew 4:1–11; 1 

Corinthians 10:13; and 2 Timothy 2:22 for more about escaping temptation.) 
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So, we meet the enemy called temptation and discover it is in us. How can we withstand the attacks 

we know will come? 
 

• We must continually place ourselves under God’s protection (see the spiritual resources listed 

under the notes for 1:13). 

• We must reject the enticement, or temptation by recognizing it as a false promise. 

• We must bring into our life those activities that we know God has provided for our benefit — 

knowledge of Scripture, fellowship with Christ and other believers, good music, appreciation of 

all God has made — activities that expand our awareness in life. 

 

James 1:15 - Then, when that desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin.   

James traces the result of temptation when a person yields to it. Desire in itself is not sin, but assenting 

to its enticement eventually gives birth to sin. Note that the first two steps in the process (desiring and 

conceiving) emphasize the internal nature of sin. The sequence, described clearly in sexual language, 

represents the course any sins have taken by the time they are apparent to others. Since it begins within, 

the help we need the most in combating sin is internal. That help comes from God. The best time to 

stop sin is at the moment we realize the desire is about to become focused, before it has conceived. 

 

It takes spiritual growth and consistent dependence on God to know when a desire can be calmly 

evaluated and when a desire can easily become lustful and controlling. Desires that present themselves 

to us in expressions that begin with: 

- “I have to have,”  

- “I can’t do without,”  

- or even “I would do anything if only I could”  

- are all ripe for conception and birth into sin. 

 

It is helpful to ask ourselves occasionally, “What reasoning do I use that tends to lead me into sin?” 

 

“. . . . . At first it [temptation] is a mere thought confronting the mind; then imagination paints it in 

stronger colors; only after that do we take pleasure in it, and the will makes a false move, and we 

give our assent.” 

- Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ. 


