
Which James? 
James Chapter 1 

 

    In the first edition of his German New Testament (1522), Martin Luther made the following, often quoted, 

remark about the book of James, “In fine, Saint John’s Gospel and his first epistle, Saint Paul’s epistles, 

especially those to the Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, and Saint Peter’s first epistle, -- these are the books 

which show thee Christ, and teach thee everything that is needful and blesses for thee to know even though 

thou never see or hear any other book or doctrine. Therefore, is Saint James’s epistle a right strawy epistle in 

comparison with them, for it has no gospel character to it.” The great reformer is not denying the inspiration 

of James, as his phrase “in comparison with them” indicates , but his depreciatory remarks have been echoed 

by many throughout the history of the church. In fact, because it was not written by one of the twelve 

Apostles, the fact it was addressed specifically to Jewish Christians, its lack of doctrinal content and gospel 

message, James was one of the last books added to the New Testament cannon. Luther had little use for 

James because it did not contain teaching on the great doctrines of the Christian faith he so passionately 

defended. Part of his problem with James stemmed from his Roman Catholic opponents, who used James 2 

to defend justification by works. James is certainly not a doctrinal dissertation, but it is extremely practical 

tying together holy living and sound doctrine. D. Edmond Hiebert writes of this epistle, “This epistle sternly 

insists upon Christian practice consistent with Christian belief, heaps scathing contempt upon all empty 

professions and administers a stinging rebuke to the readers’ worldliness. Its stress upon the gospel’s ethical 

imperative makes the epistle as relevant today as when it was first written. The presence of this practical 

epistle in the New Testament cannon is a magnificent monument to the moral sensitivity and concern of the 

Christian Church.  

   So, who wrote this letter? There were several men in the New Testament named James (as many as six) but 

only two were influential enough to have written such an authoritative letter, James the son of Zebedee and 

brother of John or James the Lord’s half-brother. James the son of Zebedee’s martyrdom in 44 A.D. recorded 

in Acts 12:2 eliminates him as a candidate. Even though James (Jesus half-brother) rejected Him (John 7:5), 

James sees the risen Lord (1 Corinthians 15:7), believes in Jesus as the Messiah. From that time forward, he 

is identified with the disciple group in Jerusalem. He was part of the group waiting in the Upper Room 

before the ascension and Pentecost (Acts 1:14) and became leader of the Jerusalem church when Peter left 

Jerusalem because of Herod Agrippa’s attempt to kill him. In Acts 12, we are told how God miraculously 

frees Peter from prison (Acts 12), and in verse 17 we read, “Both motioning them with his hand to be silent, 

he described to them how the Lord had led him out of the prison, and he said, “report these things to James 

and the brethren.” And he departed and went to another place.” James presided over the first church council 

(the Counsel of Jerusalem – Acts 15). Further evidence of James authorship comes from the words used in 

Acts 15 and 21 as compared to the James’s letter.  

     This letter is distinctively Jewish and contains four direct quotes from the Old testament and more than 

forty Old Testament allusions. Many place the date of the book before the counsel of Jerusalem (49 AD) 

since there is no reference to the council or their decision to write to their Gentile brothers to, “…abstain 

from things contaminated by idols, and from fornication and from what is strangled and from blood.” (Acts 

15:20)  

     Interestingly, the epistle of James is one of the most quoted books in the Bible. How many times have you 

heard, “Faith produces steadfastness”; “God cannot be tempted”; “Every good and perfect gift comes from 

above”; “Be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger”; “demons believe and shudder” and “Faith without 

works is dead”. James is often referred to as “the Proverbs of the New Testament”.  It contains more 

imperatives (commands) per word than any other New Testament book. It is highly relevant letter connecting 

Christian knowledge, thought and understanding into the corresponding action that indicates we have truly 

been reborn. “Faithfulness in the epistle of James does not stop with a profession of faith but is a ticket to a 

life of continued transformation and conversion”, said Jeremy Colliver. “James offers a map to a continuing 

life of transformation. Along with its two roads – a responsible relationship with others and a personal 

struggle against sin- That Jesus laid out and James takes up, we are to walk ourselves and to lead others.” 

True faith results in works and a changed life of love and service, to the glory of God, that is evident to all.   



1. Who is this letter written to and where are they? How is it possible to have joy in trials? What is 

promised result for weathering the storm? Have you experienced this in your life? What is the reward 

for approved perseverance?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.  What is guidance for anyone who lacks wisdom? How does Proverbs 3:5-7, Job 28:12-23 and 

Matthew 7:7-11 help our understanding? How do we rationalize doubt? How do you ask without 

doubting? How would you explain “a double minded man”? How is it avoided? 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What is the source of temptation? Describe the sequence of sin. Why is knowing the sequence 

critical to fighting the battle with sin?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Where does everything good come from and what is it’s purpose? List and describe the things we 

are told to do in verses 19-20. Why are they important and how are they done?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.  Describe what it means to be a “doer” of the Word and how is that different from being a hearer of 

the Word? How does an unbridled tongue make one’s religion useless? What is pure and undefiled 

religion in the sight of God and do you know of many who do it? 

 

 


