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Part 1 – Christian Living 101 
James 1:1    
 
Author    
James the half-brother of Jesus and the leader of the 
church of Jerusalem was almost certainly the author. 
 
Audience    
Both the greeting (vs. 1) and the body of the letter 
indicate that the original readers of James were Jewish 
Christians. This fact should not be understood to mean 
that James has no value for Gentile Christians. Quite the 
opposite in fact. Knowing that James was intended first 

for Jewish Christians helps us to understand his concern for particular issues. But in Christ, there is no 
separation between Jewish and Gentile Christians.  
 
Major Themes    
God 

 It is an error to conclude that James is not a theological book or that theological concerns are not 
important to James. The many exhortations in James are grounded in the nature of God. What is more, 
James is writing specifically to Christians. The good works to which he calls Christians are all expressions 
of obedience to God. Indeed, the many calls for obedience in James do not make sense apart from a 
distinctly Christian view of reality. Three characteristics of God are especially important in James: God’s 
oneness, jealousy, and grace.1 

 
Wisdom 

 James bears a notable resemblance to the book of Proverbs. That is, James is written in a proverbial 
style. For that reason James is often referred to as the wisdom literature of the New Testament. More 
than that, James refers specifically to wisdom. In 1:5 he appeals for Christians to pray for wisdom. For 
James, like the Old Testament, wisdom “involves insight into God’s purposes and ways, and possessing 
it leads to spiritual maturity (1:4).”2 In 3:13-18 wisdom takes center stage as James contrasts worldly 
wisdom with that which “comes from heaven.” (vs. 17).  

 
Faith evidenced by good works  

 The second chapter of James makes several bold statements concerning the necessity of good works in 
the life of the Christian. Both the structure and content of James reflect his concern that the Christian life 
be evidenced by good works. It is inconceivable to James that a Christian would be bereft of obedience 
to God. He goes so far as to say that there is a fundamental relationship between good works and the 
Christian’s final justification before God.  

 There is an obvious tension between Paul and James on justification. This tension has led some to 
conclude that the two contradict each other. But tension is not contradiction. Understanding the differing 
occasions between the writings of Paul and that of James goes a long way in helping us understand that 
there is no discrepancy between the two. In both Galatians and Romans, Paul makes his case for 
justification by faith alone. He is countering the errors of the Judaizers who insisted that sinners must add 
their merit to God’s grace in order to be justified. James on the other hand was dealing with the opposite 
problem; those who dismissed the importance of obedience in the life of the Christian.  

 
Pure speech  

 In chapter 3 James calls attention to the power of the tongue. That is, he warns us against using our 
speech to sin. He calls the tongue “a restless evil, full of deadly poison (vs. 8). He notes the incongruity 
between using our words to praise God and sin against those who bear his image (vs. 9). Of course this 
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does not mean that speaking hard words of correction or rebuke is a sin. Indeed, if that were the case 
then James, Paul, and the Lord Jesus would stand guilty. Rather, James is singling out the many ways 
we sin with our speech which can range from harsh words to vain flattery.  

 
The danger of riches  

 In contrast to the claims of Liberation Theology, James does not teach that the rich are inherently wicked 
and the poor inherently righteous. However, he does not faint from warning about the danger of riches. 
Wealth and the desire for it can be a trap for the Christian. In James’ day, Jerusalem – having been filled 
with thousands of Jewish converts to Christ at Pentecost – faced a pressing crisis. Famine, loss of 
income, and oppression all conspired together to leave thousands of new Christians in immanent peril. 
Meanwhile, James observed that many wealthy Jews refused to help provide relief for their fellow 
countrymen preferring instead to secure their own comforts. In chapter five James does not condemn the 
rich per se. The judgment they face is not due to their having money but because they sought to hoard 
their wealth while ignoring those in need and thus adding to their suffering and oppression. Connected to 
this is James’ warnings against the sin of “partiality” (2:1ff).  

 
The coming judgement  

 Warnings of the coming judgement of God play a dominant role in James. He prods Christians along 
toward good works not simply because it is a better way to live. Rather, he urges us to consider the fact 
that “the coming of the Lord is at hand”; “The Judge is standing at the door!” (5:8,9). James does not 
speculate on the time of the Lord’s return. However, he does make much of the certainty of his return as 
Judge. 

 
1. The Humility of the Christian – “James, a servant…” 

 James, like his other siblings, had rejected the claims of his half-brother Jesus. Not until after Jesus’ 
resurrection did James come to believe. Knowing James’ relationship to Jesus, the way in which he refers 
to himself is quite remarkable. Of course we notice what he states but all the more telling is what he does 
not state. Never does he reference the fact that he is, by birth, the half-brother of Jesus. It speaks to his 
humility that he does not press his kinship with Jesus for his own advantage. As he rose in influence to a 
place of leadership over the Jerusalem church, James achieved a reputation as a pious man, full of 
prayer.  

 There is no receiving Christ without possessing a significant measure of humility. The sinner will never 
turn and run to his Savior unless he knows himself to be a sinner without hope apart from Christ. In terms 
of human experience, it is probably accurate to say that Christianity begins with humility. 

 
2. The God of the Christian – “…of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” 

 Notice how James, a Jew raised in strict monotheism, attributes the title “Lord” to Jesus Christ (Messiah). 
In the New Testament, the title Lord as it was applied to Jesus is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew 
Yahweh (God’s covenant name). Christianity is fundamentally monotheistic and Trinitarian. Indeed, it 
could be stated that the most fundamental doctrine in the Scriptures is “Monotheistic Trinitarianism.” 
There is no Christianity without the one indivisible God who exists mysteriously and marvelously and 
eternally as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

 Throughout his letter, James’ appeals for obedience are grounded in obedience to God. James is not 
calling for people in general to be good in general. He is calling Christian people to Christian living. James’ 
exhortations are not sentimental moralisms but specifically Christian morality. The Christian is to live a 
God-directed life; a life of allegiance to Christ. Christianity is a joyful life-long “yes,” to God’s Lordship.  

 
3. The Status of the Christian – “To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion: Greetings” 

 In 722 BC Israel (the Northern Kingdom) was taken away by Assyria. Later Judah, to the South, was led 
away into captivity by Babylon. From that point forward God’s people were scattered across 
Mesopotamia, the Mediterranean, and into Asia Minor. In God’s providence this dispersion proved to be 
the means by which the gospel would go to the world as the Apostles travelled to those very regions to 
advance the gospel. And to this day Christians’ status is that of exiles; sojourners in a foreign land. As 
exiles we will often be mistreated and marginalized. But we remain God’s holy nation dispersed 
throughout the world.  


