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COMMUNITY GROUP STUDY
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Chapters 1-3



How to use this guide 
For the Fall 2021 semester we will be preaching through the book of James. As a way to help 
you reflect on and prayerfully process it more, we’ve put together this little guide. This guide 
isn’t necessarily a commentary through James. If you’d like to go into a deeper study of the 
book of James we’d be glad to recommend some helpful commentaries and resources! Think 
of this guide more like a personal reflection journal and a community group discussion 
starter.  

Personal Reflection Journal: Before or after each sermon in James it’d be ideal for you to 
personally work through each section on your own. You can even re-listen to all our sermons  
on our website and YouTube page. Personal reflecting before/after can help you engage the 
text in order to internalize God’s word in a deeper and more personal way.  

One way to help your personal reading is to use the A.C.T.S meditation method (Acrostic for 
Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, and Supplication.)  
The Protestant Reformer, Martin Luther, had a version of this method of personal bible 
reading and mediation. In his short letter to his friend and barber, now published as “A Simple 
Way to Pray”, he counsels Peter to:  
(1) Discern and reflect on the truth found in the text 
(2) Give thanks to God for the truth in His word 
(3) Confess ways in which you fail to live out that truth  
(4) Ask the Spirit to help you live out that truth 

A.C.T.S is a great way to help you meditate on a biblical text. To help you do A.C.T.S each 
week in this guide begins with a bold section that has a short explanation of the passage 
followed by discussion questions. These can help you “discern” the truth of the text in order 
for you to meditate on it with A.C.T.S 

Group Discussion Starter: Fall and Spring community groups will also be using this guide. In 
CGs we’ll be discussing 1-2 questions from the section of James that was preached the week 
before. This will give us another opportunity to further apply and talk about ways in which 
God spoke to us through His word. This can also be used in family worship with your spouse 
or your children!  

We hope and pray that this guide will help you and our church to grow in true wisdom! 
— Redeemer Presbyterian Church Sugar Land 
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Introduction to the Book of James 
James is a popular book for many Christians. It maybe one of your favorite books in the bible. 
A quick skim will show you why that is the case. James is a “boots on the ground”, “street-
level” kind of book. It feels like an “on the field” manual for Christians walking through life. It’s 
straight-forward and practical. James doesn’t have the “glossy textbook paper” feel, instead it 
has the rough textures of life imprinted on its pages.  

Unlike Paul there aren’t many theological rabbit holes to go down, though James is 
undergirded with the theology of scripture centered on Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Unlike 
John in Revelation we won’t encounter beasts, creatures, or prostitutes, though James is very 
much a visual book! It’s hard not to experience the multiple word pictures he uses to arrest 
our attention. These are some reasons why many Christians have valued this short “general 
letter.” James is a letter teaching the Church "the wisdom of real faith.” 

The Sound of James 
As we begin our study through James a good exercise might be to read it straight through in 
one sitting. Perhaps read it out loud by yourself, with your family, or your community group. 
Do you have 15 to 20 minutes to spare? Maybe during your lunch break, or after dropping 
the kids off at school, or right before the next Netflix episode, try reading it out loud. I think 
you will quickly note that James has a “sermonic” tone. This sounds like a Sunday sermon! 
Before James sat down to write under the Spirit’s inspiration, these might have been sermons 
preached in a synagogue to Jewish Christians. As one scholar put it James sounds like 
“transcribed mini-homilies” or for a more modern analogy “a pastor’s blog.”  1

   
The Author of James 
James was a popular and common name in first century Palestine. The name has grown very 
popular all around the world today! You can probably name a few Jameses off the top of your 
head. Thankfully several things in our modern world help us distinguish “who’s who” among 
Jameses (last & middle name, government I.D., social media profiles!). Things were not so 
easy in the 1st century. For instance in the New Testament we encounter 4 “Jameses”: 

• James the son of Zebedee (Mark 1:19, Acts 12:12) 
• James the son of Alphaeus (Mark 3:18) 
• James the father of Judas (Luke 6:16) 
• James the son of Joseph and half brother of Jesus (Matthew 13:55) 

 ESV Expository Commentary Series Vol. 12, p.2221
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Unfortunately social media was around in the first century to help verify the authorship of this 
letter! Thankfully we’re not the first group of Christians to try and pinpoint who is this “James” 
of chapter 1 verse 1. 

The voices throughout church history have, for the most part, sung in unison: the author of 
“The Book of James” is James, the half brother of Jesus and leader of the New Testament 
Church (Acts 15).  To start a public document with the assumption that the readers know the 2

exact identity of “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ…” is a strong argument 
for authorship to be attributed to James, the half brother of Jesus. We know from the New 
Testament that James was a "public person,” he was a leader of the New Testament church 
and therefore had both authority and notoriety (Acts 15, Acts 21, Galatians 2).   

When was it written? 
Our dating of the letter really hinges on authorship. If we follow the majority opinion that this 
is James, the half brother of Jesus, then we should date the letter in the mid-40s.  One reason 3

leading many to believe it was written around the mid-40s is the date of James's death. At 
least two ancient witnesses attribute his martyrdom in AD 62.  Other factors such as who the 4

audience was, their particular circumstance, a different but not contradicting perspective on 
the teaching of “justification” than what we see in Paul’s letters, and the “Jewishness” of the 
letter lead scholars to infer a mid-40s date. 

To Whom was it written? 
James is writing, “To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion…” (v.1)  James, who is a Jewish 
Christian, is utilizing Old Testament  themes (God’s people were the 12 Tribes of Jacob, God’s 
people were exiled from the promised land and dispersed throughout the nations) and 
applying them to God’s New Covenant Church. The audience is most likely made up of 
Jewish Christians scattered around the ancient world. At some point they saw Jesus as the 
fulfillment of God’s promises and placed their faith in Him. So verse 1 doesn’t just have a 
geographic and ethnic meaning but also a spiritual and symbolic meaning: Jewish and 
Gentiles, by virtue of faith in Christ alone, are God’s true people, living outside the New 
Jerusalem.  

 If you’d like to read the scholarly debate regarding authorship, let me know and I can get some material to you. 2

 Let me know if you’d like material on why some scholars take a dating of mid-40s3

 Eusebuius (AD 260-340) wrote that Hegesippus (c. 110-180) reported James’ martyrdom by the hands of Jewish opponents to Christian Jews. 4

Josephus (AD 37-100) notes the same.
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The New Testament writers often do this, not to replace Israel but to show us the fulfillment of 
God’s covenant promises. This letter, therefore, is very much addressed to “God’s diaspora 
people” living in Houston, Texas, awaiting for the New World to come.   

Challenge in Reading James 
As we’ve seen James is loved for his simplicity, practicality, and straightforwardness. We’re 
not left like a driver without a GPS, unaware of what to do and where to go on our journey 
with Christ. We read “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves 
(1:22).” Easier said than done, Pastor James! I don’t think many of us struggle with knowing 
“what we need to do”, but we struggle with living consistently with our confession (hearer and 
doer). The emphasis on “doing” might pose a challenge. 

The old theologians often said that the gospel is “crucified between two errors”: legalism and 
licentious. The one who’s obsessed with “doing” (legalistic) and the one who ”doesn’t 
care” (licentiousness). The legalistic person will love James: all the imperatives, all the do’s 
and don’t’s, all the clear commandments create an orchestra that makes a legalistic heart 
dance. By contrast the licentious person will hate James: all the rules, all the do’s and don’ts, 
all the clear commandments are finger nails on the chalkboard causing us to cringe. Both 
legalism and licentiousness are wrong and dangerous interpretive lenses. The true Christian 
life is gospel fueled obedience: “no condemnation” and therefore “raised to walk a new life.” 

So how do we navigate through James avoiding both condemning guilt, self-righteousness, 
and a disregard for God glorifying obedience? This really is the big interpretive challenge of 
the letter. What makes things especially tricky is the lack of explicit gospel indicatives (Here’s 
what Jesus has done…) and the motivating power of grace (Here’s how grace helps us 
obey…) James, “never mentions the cross or the atonement, the death or the resurrection of 
Christ” and Jesus is only mentioned twice, “…as a passing reference rather than an exposition 
of His life and redemption.”   5

The gospel is explicit, for example, in all of Paul’s letters. Paul’s letters are usually divided in 
two halves: Gospel Indicatives (What Jesus has done for you) and Gospel Imperatives (How 
we’re to live in light of grace). We see this, for example, in the book of Ephesians. Chapters 
1-3 (Indicatives) and Chapters 4-6 (Imperatives). See also Romans 1-11 (Indicative) and 
Romans 12-16 (Imperatives). 

 Reformed Expository Commentary, p.45
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The tricky thing with James is that this “Indicative-Imperative” structure doesn’t exist! Have no 
fear! This letter is God’s word showing us the grace of Jesus and how to live as His disciples. 
So here are a few things to keep in mind: 

1. James is writing to Christians. This isn’t teaching on how to become a Christian. It’s a 
letter exhorting sinners, who’ve already placed their faith in Christ alone (apart from works 
of the obedience), on how to follow Jesus. A good exercise is to read Jesus’ “Sermon on 
the Mount”, which also was for disciples, and to note the similarities.  

2. James is teaching us about a true faith. Jesus’ teaching about the tree and its fruit in 
Luke 6:43-45 is a good analogy. A living and vibrant tree produces good fruit. By contrast 
a lifeless and withering tree produces bad fruit. An apple tree produces apples, a fig tree 
produces figs…you get the point. A living and vibrant faith produces the good fruit of 
holistic obedience seen through our words, thoughts, and deeds. James is wisely 
exhorting us to make sure that what we say aligns with how we live. As Christians 
throughout the years have said: "We are saved by faith alone, but the faith that saves is 
never alone.” Our obedience and deeds verify that we have true faith.  

3. James is a portrait of Jesus. How is James showing us Jesus when he barely mentions 
Jesus? Well consider how our failure to be perfect “doers” of the word leads us to the one 
who perfectly accomplished the word. What we fail to consistently do, Jesus consistently 
did. The themes we will read about in James are embodied in Jesus: 
• Jesus met the ultimate trial and yet could sing a Psalm on the cross 
• Jesus, though wisdom embodied, prayed to His Father throughout His earthly ministry, 

“asking and receiving.” 
• Jesus wasn’t double-minded, but wholly devoted to the will and works of the Father 
• Jesus cared for the most vulnerable and forgotten 
• Jesus made no distinctions among people 
• Jesus used His tongue to bless God and to bless others  

This is good news for us because by faith in Christ “what’s true of Jesus is now true of us.” The 
gospel isn’t just a message that says “your sins are pardoned, now go try to live up to the 
standard.” That’s not good news! Good news says “your sins are pardoned AND Christ’s 
perfect life is now yours. Now, go live in light of that reality!” James, therefore, operates under 
a different lens: not legalism, not licentiousness, but obedience fueled by the grace of Jesus. 
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The Wisdom of True Faith 
We are calling this sermon series: The Wisdom of True Faith. The book of James bears many 
characteristics of the Old Testament books we call “wisdom literature”: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, 
and Job. Wisdom, though not less, is more than head knowledge. The Old Testament wisdom 
books give us a multifaceted view of wisdom: 
• Proverbs: The reader is exhorted to “follow the path of wisdom” which usually, not all the 

time, leads to a “good life.” 
• Ecclesiastes: However, Ecclesiastes shows us that life’s path isn’t always straight. It has 

difficult terrain and it often feels like a maze: confusing, contradictory, and chaotic. 
• Job: If life is a path-maze, Job reminds us that life sometimes takes us into deep and dark 

ditches.  
Proverbs helps us walk the path. Ecclesiastes helps us navigate through the path-maze Job 
helps us survive the valleys in the path-maze. These elements of “wisdom” are seen in James.  
We hope that this study through James will help you live out “the wisdom of true faith.” 
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Preaching Schedule

September 05 James 1:1-8
September 12 James 1:9-18
September 19 James 1:19-27
September 26 James 2:1-13

October 03 James 2:14-26
October 10 James 3:1-12
October 17 Guest Preacher

October 24 James 3:13-18
October 31 James 4:1-10

November 07 James 4:11-17
November 14 James 5:1-12
November 21 James 5:13-20



How to Meditate Using A.C.T.S 
To help your personal reflection and meditation on the text use A.C.T.S. Read and reread the 
passage several times. Keep A.C.T.S in mind as you read. It’s helpful to use pen/pencil/
highlighter to mark and annotate. We have left blank pages in this guide for you to write on 
and take notes.  
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Adore: 
How does the text lead you to adore God for who He is?  
What does the passage reveal about God’s character and nature?  
Does the passage specifically mention a person of the Godhead, if 
so, what does it reveal about Him? 

Confess:  
How does the text reveal your ongoing need of God’s grace?  
What does the passage reveal about the character and nature of 
humanity?  
What do you need to confess? 
Does the passage reveal some “fallen condition” which effects people 
and the world?

Thanksgiving:  
How does this text lead you to Jesus?  
How does the passage cause you to thank God for His unmerited 
grace? 
What does the passage say about the person and work of Christ?

Supplication:  
How is the Spirit speaking to you based on the text?  
What has the Spirit revealed from the passage (obey a 
commandment, trust a promise, or change a belief)? 
What “need” do you need to bring before the Lord in prayer? 
PRAY!

A

C

T

S



 

1 James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion: Greetings. 
Testing of Your Faith 
2 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know that the testing of your faith produces 
steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 
5 If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him. 6 But let him 
ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. 7 For that 
person must not suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; 8 he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways. 

James beings this letter very abrupt. There is a short greeting (v.1), no thanksgiving, no prayer, 
nothing. He quickly goes into “pastor mode” and begins by giving us “wisdom” when we face 
“trials of various kinds.” James actually begins his letter this way (1:2-8) and ends this way 
(5:13-20). In chapter 1 he offers a very counter cultural way of navigating through suffering by 
teaching us what it can produce in our lives. To help Christians not despair or wander during 
trials, James calls us to humbly go to God and ask for what we most desperately need in trials—
wisdom.   

Discussion Questions (DQs)  
1. When we face “trials of various kinds” and our faith is tested what are the normal responses? What 

does James 5:13-20 say could happen when we are met with suffering?   

2. What does James call us to rejoice in when we meet trials? How might this shape how you navigate 
“trials of various kinds?” 

3. Why do you think James counsels us to “ask for wisdom” and not to “ask God to help end or even 
understand” our suffering?  

4. Scholars point out that the word “generously” in verse 5 also has the idea of “single-minded 
integrity” or a “committed resolve to do what you say, a “single, undivided intent to give us those 
gifts we need to please him.”  If God is “singled-minded in giving wisdom” what does “asking for 6

wisdom” with “single-minded faith” instead of “wavy double-mindedness (v.6)” look like? 

 The Letter of James (The Pillar New Testament Commentary), p.596
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WEEK 1  
James 1:1-8

Read the Passage  
a few times

Meditate with 
A.C.T.S & DQs

Listen to the 
sermon

Reflect on it in 
Community Group

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
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9 Let the lowly brother boast in his exaltation, 10 and the rich in his humiliation, because like a flower of the grass he will pass 
away. 11 For the sun rises with its scorching heat and withers the grass; its flower falls, and its beauty perishes. So also will the rich 
man fade away in the midst of his pursuits. 
12 Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, which God 
has promised to those who love him. 13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be 
tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own 
desire. 15 Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. 
16 Do not be deceived, my beloved brothers. 17 Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the 
Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. 18 Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of 
truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures. 

The first part of this section (vv9-11) appears to be a very random and unexpected. But let’s 
consider what James has been talking about: navigating trials by asking for God’s wisdom that 
is characterized as single-minded faith. So why pivot to talking about the rich and the poor? A 
closer look at these verses show us that James is a great communicator who knows that we need 
“examples and case studies” to understand truth. After the seemingly random case-study in vv.
9-11, James returns to his main theme: “blessed is the Christian who remains steadfast in trials.” 
This time, however, James gives wisdom for navigating trials that come in the form of 
temptations. How do we remain steadfast when the various trials aren’t just from the outside, 
but also from the inside? 

Discussion Questions (DQs)  
1. Like verse 2 what do you find counter-cultural and paradoxical about verse 9?  

2. What trials might the poor (lowly brother) and the rich experience in life? What does the lowly 
Christian have and what should the rich Christian rejoice/boast in despite their trials?   

3. God does not tempt people but he does test people (vv.2-4; v.12). What’s the difference and why is 
this important?  

4. How does a right understanding of God and his character help you fight temptation? 

5. What “organic/biological” image does James use to describe sin and temptation? Do you relate to 
this image? What does it tell us about sin and temptation?  

6. How can God’s unchanging (immutable) goodness help us navigate trials and temptations? (Notice 
the contrasting organic/biological image in v.18) 
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WEEK 2  
James 1:9-18

Read the Passage  
a few times

Meditate with 
A.C.T.S & DQs

Listen to the 
sermon

Reflect on it in 
Community Group

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
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19 Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does 
not produce the righteousness of God. 21 Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness 
the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. 
22 But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, 
he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. 24 For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what 
he was like. 25 But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a 
doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing. 
26 If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person's religion is 
worthless. 27 Religion that is pure and undefiled before God the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, 
and to keep oneself unstained from the world. 

James moves from talking about trials and temptations to talking about “true faith.” We see 
more of the practicality of James in this section. The question that James wants to put in our 
hearts is not “do you have a grasp of God’s word?” but “does God’s word have a grasp on you?” 
The way we can tell that God’s implanted word of truth is bringing forth life (v.18, v.21) is by our 
obedience to God’s word. We’re not just “hearers" but we’re “doers”.  

Discussion Questions (DQs)  
1. What is challenging about living out the truth of v.19? What might be the root issue that leads us to 

be “slow to hear, quick to speak, and quick to get angry?” 

2. James uses another image in verse 22-25. Why is this image helpful?  

3. Why would a person look in the mirror and not care about the stain on his/her face? Why would a 
person know God’s word and not live God’s word? 

4. Do you think James is saying “hearing/knowing” God’s word isn’t important? What are practical 
ways that you can be both a “hearer” and “doer” this week? 

5. James speaks of “true religion” (true faith) twice in vv.19-27. What is “true religion” and how does it 
challenge your current spiritual life?  

6. Why do you think James highlights “widows” and “orphans?” What are practical ways that our 
church can care for the vulnerable in our community? 
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WEEK 3  
James 1:19-27

Read the Passage  
a few times

Meditate with 
A.C.T.S & DQs

Listen to the 
sermon

Reflect on it in 
Community Group

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE



 BOOK OF JAMES — COMMUNITY GROUP STUDY GUIDE          13



 

1 My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory. 2 For if a man wearing a gold ring 
and fine clothing comes into your assembly, and a poor man in shabby clothing also comes in, 3 and if you pay attention to the 
one who wears the fine clothing and say, “You sit here in a good place,” while you say to the poor man, “You stand over there,” or, 
“Sit down at my feet,” 4 have you not then made distinctions among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts? 5 Listen, 
my beloved brothers, has not God chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, which he 
has promised to those who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor man. Are not the rich the ones who oppress you, and 
the ones who drag you into court? 7 Are they not the ones who blaspheme the honorable name by which you were called? 
8 If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well. 9 But if 
you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law but 
fails in one point has become guilty of all of it. 11 For he who said, “Do not commit adultery,” also said, “Do not murder.” If you do 
not commit adultery but do murder, you have become a transgressor of the law. 12 So speak and so act as those who are to be 
judged under the law of liberty. 13 For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over 
judgment. 

James has been speaking about “true religion” — hearing and doing God’s word, caring for the 
vulnerable, and keeping oneself unstained from the world. He now transitions to a new topic in 
chapter 2, “My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
Partiality, or making distinctions for the purpose of favoring, cannot co-exist with true faith in 
Christ. In other words, “if anyone thinks he or she is religious and shows partiality” James would 
say, “they are like a man or woman who looks intently at his or her natural face and goes away at 
once forgetting what he or she is like.” James says that showing favoritism based on anything, in 
this case economic status, is a sin. This is the second time (and not the last) that James speaks 
about the rich and poor. 

Discussion Questions (DQs)  

1. You cannot “hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ” and show partiality. James sees “partiality” as a 
gospel issue. What are ways that we show “partiality” and how do they manifest in culture & church? 

2. What is the heart issue underneath partiality? Why would a person favor the “man wearing a gold 
ring and fine clothing” as opposed to the “poor man in shabby clothing?” What have been the 
heart issues when you’ve shown partiality?  

3. Have you ever experienced the negative side of partiality? Have people sinned against you this 
way? If so, what was your experience? 

4. Is James condemning everyone who is rich? How might James 1:9-12 help us answer that? 

5. Who is James quoting in v.8? How does this persons life set an example and give us the power to 
show no partiality? 
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WEEK 4  
James 2:1-13

Read the Passage  
a few times

Meditate with 
A.C.T.S & DQs

Listen to the 
sermon

Reflect on it in 
Community Group

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
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14 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? 15 If a brother or 
sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without 
giving them the things needed for the body, what good is that? 17 So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 
18 But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my 
faith by my works. 19 You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder! 20 Do you want to be 
shown, you foolish person, that faith apart from works is useless? 21 Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he 
offered up his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was completed by his 
works; 23 and the Scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”—and he 
was called a friend of God. 24 You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone. 25 And in the same way was not 
also Rahab the prostitute justified by works when she received the messengers and sent them out by another way? 26 For as the 
body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead. 

We are entering into perhaps the most theological, difficult, and confusing part of James. An 
initial reading of James 2:14-26 would lead us to think that being declared righteous (justified) 
before God is based on works and not by faith, contradicting Paul in Romans 3-5, Galatians 2-3, 
Ephesians 2. The gospel message is that sinners are declared right with a holy God, not by 
works, but by faith alone, by grace alone, in Christ alone. We can see why this section is tricky. 
James’ perspective on “faith and works” was a reason Martin Luther, the 16th century Protestant 
Reformer, referred to James as “an epistle of straw.” While God used Luther in tremendous ways, 
particularly in articulating Paul’s teaching of grace and justification by faith alone, Luther was 
wrong about James. Context and a close reading of the text is critical to understand this section. 
Chapter 2:14-26 is set in a particular literary context (1:2-2:13) where James has been talking 
about “true religion” and “true faith.” True faith is not merely hearing, though it isn’t less than 
that, but it’s also “doing” (1:22; 26-27). True faith, which was “brought forth in us” by God’s will 
through the “word of truth” (1:18), is a faith that bears fruit. It shows itself authentic, active, 
living, and fruitful. In other words James is contrasting two kinds of faith: one that is dead, 
useless, & “good for nothing” and one that is true, living, and fruitful.  

Discussion Questions (DQs)  
1. We need to know what James is saying in order to rightly think about the implications of the 

passage for our lives. In your own words how would you summarize James 2:14-26? If you could 
only use two words to summarize this section, what two words would you use and why?  

2. What four examples does James use to get across his point? Why do you think James uses these 
four examples to get his point across? What characterizes false faith (first two examples) and true 
faith (last two examples)? 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3. Why is this “perspective” of faith and works important for our Christian growth? 

4. What might make us uncomfortable about what James is saying about “faith and works?"  

5. How do you examine yourself to see if you have a “fruitful faith”, “a faith that saves”, “a useful faith?”  

6. Take an account of what your daily actions say about your faith. Where are you doing well? Where 

are your actions mismatched with your faith?   7

 Question taken from graceseattle.org7
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1 Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater 
strictness. 2 For we all stumble in many ways. And if anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to 
bridle his whole body. 3 If we put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, we guide their whole bodies as well. 4 Look 
at the ships also: though they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are guided by a very small rudder wherever the 
will of the pilot directs. 5 So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great things. 
How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! 6 And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The tongue is set 
among our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell. 7 For every kind of 
beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by mankind, 8 but no human being can tame the 
tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made 
in the likeness of God. 10 From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not to be 
so. 11 Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh and salt water? 12 Can a fig tree, my brothers, bear olives, or a 
grapevine produce figs? Neither can a salt pond yield fresh water. 

James has been talking about the evidence of a true, real, and living faith (2:14-26). True faith is 
seen through our works but James goes on to say it’s also “heard” through our speech. The 
transition in chapter 3 is noted by the common phrase in v.1, which is used to introduce new 
topics throughout the letter, “my brothers (and sisters.)” James focuses in on our “tongues” or 
“our speech.” This topic isn’t random and unrelated to what he’s been talking about. If you 
remember in James 1:26 our tongue shows our true faith, “If anyone thinks he is religious and 
does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person’s religion is worthless.” This is a 
serious matter and like a good pastor James gives a fuller exposition of the tongue in chapter 
3:1-12. This section sounds very similar to Jesus’ teaching in Luke 6:43-45. “James’s main 
purpose in this section is to appeal to the emotions and imaginations of his readers as he warms 
them of the destructive power of human speech.”  8

Discussion Questions (DQs)  
1. The bible sees the tongue, and the “sins of speech” that flow from it, as very serious. Read Isaiah 

6:5, Psalm 5:9; 10:7, Romans 3:13-14, James 1:26. Do you think that James is overemphasizing the 
power of the tongue? Why might it be hard to understand? 

2. How have you used speech to sin against others? How have others sinned against you in speech? 

3. How do the illustrations in these verses help you to understand James’ point about the tongue? 
Perhaps start by identify the illustrations and see how James relates them to speech. 

 ESV Expository Commentary, p.2588
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4. We’re living in a hyper-charged culture. There are strongly held opinions on politics, COVID-19, 
racial and social issues. How can we use our tongues to glorify God and love our neighbor, in the 
midst of disagreements? 

5. James gives a bleak picture of the tongue (v.8) . Consider Jesus’ teaching in Luke 6:43-45. The root 
issue is a heart issue. How then can the gospel give hope for using our tongues to bless God and 
bless others? 
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13 Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom. 14 But if 
you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be false to the truth. 15 This is not the wisdom that 
comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be 
disorder and every vile practice. 17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy 
and good fruits, impartial and sincere. 18 And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace. 

In this section we see true wisdom contrasted with “wisdom” that is false, earthy, and even 
demonic (v.15). James has already told us the source and origin or true and real wisdom in 
chapter 1:5. Since chapter 1 we’ve been reading about the “wisdom of true faith”:  
True wisdom fears the Lord and keeps His commandments 
True wisdom manifests itself in how we treat others 
True wisdom is not double-minded 
True wisdom is not a friend of the world 
Well James continues this theme by posing the question: “Who is wise and understanding 
among you? Is it the academic? Is it the rich and powerful? Is it the philosopher and cultural 
elite? No!” James says, “It’s the man or woman whose life bears the fruit of a good (attractive, 
wholesome, and lovely) lifestyle (v.13).” What a contrast to what we read in verses 13-16! True 
wisdom, a good and perfect gift that comes down from the Father of Lights (1:17), shines forth 
from those who are truly friends of God (2:23, 4:4) 

Discussion Questions (DQs)  
1. We carry around reservoirs of knowledge in our pockets called “smart phones.” With a few clicks 

and swipes we can get answers to anything we want to know. But James seems to prioritize wisdom 
over knowledge (1:5). What are the similarities and differences between wisdom and knowledge? 
(Proverbs 3:5-8) 

2. Why do we gravitate toward acquiring knowledge more than wisdom? 

3. Why would false wisdom produces “bitter jealously” and “self ambition” (v.14) as opposed to true 
wisdom producing “meekness” and “good conduct? (v.13)” 

4. What are ways you can live out true wisdom (vv.17-18) in all areas of your life (marriage and family, 
workplace, community, social media, etc.) 
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