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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.”  I hope that we are all 
doing well. Below are notes that I prepared for the August 2 class. As members know, in class I would 
convert a number of the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion. I guess these notes 
should best be understood as points that I would hope to raise in discussion. I would welcome any 
response, or as I asked at the beginning of each class during my teaching days at Centre, “Questions, 
comments, arguments?”   
 
The scripture selection is James 1: 1-11.  The key verse is James 1:5 : “If any of you is lacking in 
wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you.” 
 
The Scripture selection is the first of five from the Epistle of James that will finish out this Quarter’s 
study of The Many Faces of Wisdom. That is a lot of parsing of one of the shortest books of the Bible!  
But, James is also one of the most controversial, Dismissed as “an epistle of straw” by Martin Luther 
for saying almost nothing about the life or teachings of Jesus and for differing with Paul concerning 
faith vs works as prerequisite for salvation, Luther saw it only as Proverbially admonishing the Jews to 
keep the Torah strictly and reap the reward of a good life. Keeping the Torah emphasized “works,” an 
emphasis that they felt diminished faith as the prerequisite for salvation.  We will discuss faith versus 
works as prerequisite for salvation in the next two lessons.   
 
John Calvin defended the epistle as a worthy theological statement that really did not differ 
significantly from Paul and added understanding to Paul’s message about faith and salvation. Like 
Calvin, Luke Timothy Johnson, a noted contemporary James scholar, considers the epistle a significant 
theological statement. In Theological Biblical Commentary, Johnson argues that the several moral 
exhortations James expresses in the form of Proverbial “if this action, then this reward” statements are 
“consistently grounded in convictions concerning the nature of the (my italics) God who creates, 
sustains, reveals, saves, and judges humans.”* Thus, the epistle gives authentic understanding of the 
nature of God and his will for man as expressed by a person who, if he was indeed the brother of Jesus, 
knew Jesus, was present for much of his ministry, and was a leader of the Jewish Christians in 
Jerusalem.     
 
Although the authorship of James is not settled, the consensus appears to be  that the James who wrote 
the epistle was the brother of Jesus or someone very close to him, perhaps a cousin or a follower who 
knew James’ thinking intimately and felt confident in signing James’ name to the epistle, as was the 
tradition at the time.   
 
Over the next four lessons, we will encounter a number of the aphorisms that reveal the nature of God 
in James’ moral exhortations to Jewish Christians to live in community and discern and follow God’s 
will -- loving each other, sharing, caring for widows and orphans, praying for others, reproaching 
others when needed.  
 
Although important theologically, the epistle is nonetheless, in the opinion of the lesson writer, open to 
argument concerning certain aspects attributed to God’s nature, and I agree. Specifically in this week’s 
scripture selection, James says (vv 3-8) that God will give Wisdom to those who ask in faith; however, 
one must never doubt, “for the doubter, being double-minded and unstable in every way must not 
expect to receive anything from the Lord.”  The lesson writer argues that it is important to ask 



questions and that we must be accepting and helpful to those who ask questions or whose questions 
reflect anxieties. I would argue also that it is ok to have doubts and to question. In the June 28 Adult 
Class Notes, we discussed Paul Prather’s view that doubting and questioning, in the sense of seeking 
answers or wisdom with fear of and reverence for God, can strengthen one’s faith.  
 
So, how are we to understand the statement? As the church did recently when considering whether or 
not Paul had spoken against same sex marriage, I believe that we must look at the totality of the 
revelation of God in the Bible.  Concerning same sex marriage, many concluded that the Bible reveals 
a God of love and acceptance so wide and inclusive that one or a few exclusive statements appeared to 
be idiosyncratic or time and place limited opinions. Similarly, I believe that, concerning God’s 
response to doubt, there are many cases in Bible history in which persons questioned God or expressed 
doubts or fears. In these cases, God did not cut off the questioners; he reassured them. Jesus anticipated 
the doubts of the disciples by assuring them that the Spirit would help them. So, I think that the lesson 
writer is correct that, “we cannot take this as the last word.on doubt or God’s response to it.” We 
should understand and give support to people who doubt and not take James’ words as excluding those 
persons from God’s love. 
 
It is important to note that the lesson writer also observes that James, like Paul and Peter, were 
influenced by the idea in Job that our faith can be strengthened by adversity. He or she points out that, 
“God does not set these tests for us, but God will help us find and develop the inner qualities we need 
to mature in spirit.”   
 
The strong, though never explicitly stated, influence of Jesus’ teaching on James’ epistle is also shown 
in his statement (apparently unrelated to the rest of the text -- a not uncommon characteristic of James’ 
writing) that the rich will “disappear like a flower in the field.”  This, of course, reflects Jesus’ teaching 
that the last shall  be first, that it is easier for a camel to enter heaven than a rich man, etc. Concerning 
this, the lesson writer asks a rhetorical question relating to our cultural values of controlling our 
resources (as opposed to the communal sharing followed by early Christian groups) and looking to our 
own financial well-being:  “That might be smart, but would it be wise?” I believe that the rhetorical 
question suggests that Jesus, in referring to the rich person’s not being eligible for heaven was not 
saying that it is wrong to have wealth. It is not uncommon for rich persons to share their wealth 
generously.  Rather, I believe that Jesus is saying that we focus on the world of the flesh too much and 
on the world of the spirit (Paul’s terminology) too little. The rich young man who asked how he could 
become a follower of Jesus was sincere, I believe; however, he could not leave behind the financial 
demands of his life. The Path of Wisdom is a process.  Selling all and giving the proceeds to the poor 
is, I believe, a representation of the goal of seeking and following the Path of Wisdom.  Also, following 
Johnson’s analysis, I think that James is saying, “‘God gives to all generously and ungrudgingly’. So 
should you.’”  
 
 
The prayer is “Saving God, give us the lively minds of enthusiastic students and grace with each other 
as our conversations unfold. We ask in the name of the Great Teacher, Jesus Christ. Amen.  
 
 
*  Candler School of Theology professor Johnson states that James’s theocentric, not christological, 
testimony may be “an NT witness of exceptional value in an age of religious pluralism, offering the 
basis for theological and ethical conversations with both Jews and Moslems.”   


