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Week 6: FEB 7-13, 2021; James 1-5 
Donna Reiter 

 
The epistle of James was written by the half-brother of Jesus, not James, the disciple, the 
brother of John. (The disciple James was martyred by Herod in AD 44). We know from Matthew 
13:55 that Jesus had at least four half-brothers: James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas. However, 
John 7:5 states that even Jesus’ brothers did not believe in Him and Mark wrote that His family 
went out to stop Him because they were concerned that He was “out of His mind” (Mark 3:21).    
 
There is no record in the Gospels of when James came to believe in Jesus, but Paul wrote in       
1 Corinthians 15 that Jesus had a private meeting with James after His resurrection and in 
Galatians, Paul refers to “James, the Lord’s brother” as a leader in the early church (1:19; 2:9). 
At the Jerusalem Council in AD 45 James was the spokesman for the Church (Acts 15:13-19).   
 
This epistle of James is most likely the earliest book of the New Testament to be written. As a 
leader of the Early Church James wrote a letter to encourage and instruct the believers who 
fled from the persecution in Jerusalem following the stoning of Stephen (Acts 8:1). However, 
while the believers escaped the danger in Jerusalem, they were not guaranteed freedom from 
persecution. (Paul was on his way to Damascus in Syria, searching for Christians when he met 
Jesus).  
 
Christianity at this time was still considered to be a sect of Judaism. They were still discovering 
what it meant to be a Christian. The dispersed new believers had been torn away from the 
teachings of the apostles and the fellowship of other Christians in Jerusalem. All they had were 
the Old Testament and the orally transmitted stories of Jesus’ ministry and teachings. James 
wrote not only to encourage them, but also to teach them what was involved in following 
Christ. 
 
Martin Luther wanted to relegate the book of James to the status of the apocryphal books 
because he thought James was in conflict with Paul’s teachings of justification by faith, “St. 
James’ epistle is really an epistle of straw, compared to these others, for it has nothing of the 
nature of the Gospel about it…. We should throw the epistle of James out of this school, for it 
doesn’t amount to much.” 
 
Meaning no disrespect to Martin Luther, I would strongly disagree that James taught a different 
message than Paul. The intent of this epistle was to help new Christians living in a hostile world, 
isolated from the fellowship and teachings they had known in Jerusalem. James was not 
teaching about salvation and in no way challenged justification by faith. He was teaching new 
how to live as Christians. 
 
He began his letter by acknowledging that they were suffering but then commanded them to 
rejoice in their suffering, “Consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds, because 
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you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Let perseverance finish its work 
so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (1:2-4). But then the next verse 
suggests something they might possibly lack: “If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask 
God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you” (1:5). It seems 
like an unusual thing to tell people undergoing trials that they might need to be more “smart.”  
But James defined what he meant by wisdom later in the letter, “the wisdom that comes from 
heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good 
fruit, impartial and sincere” (3:17). The wisdom he referred to is related to the development of 
maturity and completeness that comes from perseverance. “Who is wise and understanding 
among you? Let them show it by their good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from 
wisdom” (3:13). 
 
Martin Luther felt that James put too much emphasis on deeds and downplayed grace. But 
again, James was instructing believers how to live in light of the grace they had already 
received. In this regard James was in agreement with the teachings of Jesus and the later 
epistles of Paul and John. James wrote, “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving 
yourselves” (1:22). Jesus taught, “…everyone who hears these words of Mine and does not put 
them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand” (Matthew 7:24-27) and He 
told His followers, “If you love Me, keep My commands” (John 14:15).  
 
Paul wrote, “It is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, 
it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast.” But the very next verse says, “We 
are God’s workmanship created in Christ Jesus to do good works which God prepared in 
advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:8-10). To Titus he wrote, “I want you to stress these things, 
so that those who have trusted in God may be careful to devote themselves to doing what is 
good” (3:8).  John wrote, “We know that we have come to know Him if we keep His commands. 
Whoever says, “I know Him,” but does not do what He commands is a liar, and the truth is not 
in that person” (1 John 2:3-6). 
 
James wrote, “What good is it if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith 
save them? Suppose a brother is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, ‘Go 
in peace; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is 
it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead” (2:14-17).  James 
wasn’t saying that works are the means to salvation. He was saying that good deeds are 
evidence that a person has faith. 
 
Suppose paramedics are called and discover a person lying on the ground. There is no pulse and 
no breath in the cold body. Finding no evidence of life, the paramedics would conclude that the 
person is physically dead. Likewise, James says if there is no evidence of spiritual life, we might 
conclude that a person is spiritually dead. “Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show 
you my faith by my deeds.” The point is that, without any evidence, a claim of faith is just 
empty words. Jesus said, “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but the one who does the will of My Father Who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21). 
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It is an old saying that you can act without believing, but you cannot believe without acting. In 
one of her movies the actress Meg Ryan is on an airplane but terrified of flying. She is gripping 
the arms of her seat and running through terrible scenarios of plane crashes in her mind. She 
eventually jumps out of her seat in a panic, runs to the door of the plane and throws it open. It 
is at that moment that the audience realizes that she was only in a simulator with a therapist 
working on her fear of flying. Meg Ryan did not really believe she was going to die in a plane 
crash; she was not even on a plane. She had the choice of acting the part or not.   
 
But now imagine the opposite scenario. The people on the Titanic believed the ship was sinking. 
They responded by doing everything they could to get a life jacket and on to a lifeboat. No one 
was debating whether they should go to bed or to get to a lifeboat. They acted in the only way 
that made sense. Unlike Meg Ryan, they really did not have to make a choice of whether they 
should act or not. It was instinctive behavior based on what they believed. James is saying that 
if a person truly believes, they will act accordingly. 
 
To further press his point, James gave two examples:  
 

Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by my deeds…do 
you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless? Was not our father 
Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on 
the altar? You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his 
faith was made complete by what he did…. You see that a person is considered 
righteous by what they do and not by faith alone. In the same way, was not even 
Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave 
lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction? As the body 
without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead. 
 

The point is that Abraham obeyed because he had faith. God promised him offspring through 
Isaac but then asked him to sacrifice Isaac. Abraham did not know how God would do it, but his 
actions proved he believed that God would fulfill His promise.   
 
Likewise, Rahab was willing to hide the spies because she believed Israel’s God would be 
victorious. If she had not believed in the power of their God, she would not have risked her life. 
She did what she did based on her faith in the power of Israel’s God. 
 
That is James’ point. A person’s faith is obvious by the way they live and the choices they make.  
 
In a sense, we have been “dispersed” this past year. While we have the advantage of the New 
Testament and other printed materials, internet connections and 2000 years of theological 
development, we have been isolated from our usual contact with fellow believers. It is easy to 
get sloppy about “attending” church when no one knows if you were online or not. It is also 
easy to get lazy when time is unscheduled and get out of the habit of having a quiet time when 
there is no accountability. With the anonymity of masks and the tension of the situation, people 
have become less caring and more rude. As followers of Christ, James would tell us that this is 
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the time to be more intentional about our faith than ever before. The book of James offers 
some basic specific issues we can all work on while living out our faith in our “dispersion.”   
 

• We need to be intentional about pursuing our faith in this stressful time. 
• Consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds…let perseverance 

finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything (1:4). 
• Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  Come 

near to God and He will come near to you (4:7-8). 
 

• People are tense. We need to be extra careful how we talk. 
• Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, 

because man’s anger does not produce the righteousness that God desires…. 
Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their 
tongues deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless (1:19-20, 26). 

• With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human 
beings, who have been made in God’s likeness. Out of the same mouth come 
praise and cursing, this should not be (3:9-10). 
 

• We need to be deliberate in showing our love for others who may be struggling 
emotionally or financially because of the situation.   
• Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after 

orphans and widows in their distress” (1:27). 
• If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbor as 

yourself,” you are doing right (2:8). 
• Suppose a brother is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, 

“Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical 
needs, what good is it?” (2:15-16). 
 

• We need to guard our hearts from the world’s allure including the enticement of wealth.   
• …keep oneself from being polluted by the world (1:27). 
• Don’t you know that friendship with the world means enmity against God? 

Therefore, anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of 
God (4:4). 

• You covet but you cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and fight. You do not 
have because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you 
ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures      
(4:2-3). 

• Your gold and silver are corroded. Their corrosion will testify against you and eat 
your flesh like fire. You have hoarded wealth in the last days (5:3). 
 

• We need to continually rely on God. 
• Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come 

near to God and He will come near to you” (4:7-8). 
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• Is anyone among you in trouble? Let them pray. Is anyone happy? Let them sing 
songs of praise. Is anyone among you sick? Let them call the elders of the church to 
pray over them and anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer 
offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise them up. If they 
have sinned, they will be forgiven. Therefore, confess your sins to each other and 
pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person is 
powerful and effective” (5:13-16). 
 

While James acknowledged that no one is perfect and that we all stumble at times (3:2), his 
letter encourages us to be more intentional about our lifestyle as we represent Jesus to our 
brothers and sisters as well as the fallen world around us. 


