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T he author has traditionally been assumed to be
James, the leader of the church in Jerusalem and
the brother of Jesus (Mark 6:3). We know that

James was a strict Jew who adhered to the Mosaic Law
(Gal. 2:12), yet unlike the Judaizers, he supported Paul’s
ministry to the Gentiles (Acts 21:17–26). Later
accounts indicate that James was martyred in A.D. 62.
The question of who wrote the book of James is still,
however, somewhat of a puzzle, primarily because Jesus
and his saving work is mentioned so little—a curious
omission if the author was Jesus’ brother. This question
baffled even the ancient church. Both the Latin Father
Jerome and the church historian Eusebius observe that
not all accept James as having been written by our
Lord’s brother.

Among the New Testament books, James is an
oddity. It is written in quite a different style from the
others, more like the book of Proverbs than Paul’s
epistles. But even more than its style, its contents set
James apart. It does not cover many of the topics we
have come to expect in the New Testament. There is
no mention of the Holy Spirit and no reference to the
redemptive work or resurrection of Christ. In fact, it
contains only two references to the name of Jesus
Christ (1:1; 2:1). Furthermore, when examples are
given, they are drawn from the lives of Old Testa-
ment prophets, not from the experiences of Jesus.
Although the title Lord appears 11 times, it generally
refers to the name of God and not to Jesus. Indeed,

it is God the Father who is the focus in the book of
James.

While James clearly stands in the tradition of
other Christian writers, he has some special concerns.
The relationship between rich and poor comes up at
various points (1:9–11; 5:1–4)—an issue of special
significance to the modern affluent West. He is con-
cerned about the use and abuse of speech
(1:19,22–24,26; 2:12; 3:3–12; 5:12). He gives
instruction on prayer (1:5–8; 4:2–3; 5:13–18). Above
all, he is concerned with ethical behavior. How
believers act, he says, has eschatological signifi-
cance—future reward or punishment depends on it.
In this regard, James bemoans the inconsistency of
human behavior (1:6–8,22–24; 2:14–17; 4:1,2).
Human beings are “double-minded” (1:8; 4:8), in
sharp contrast to God, who is one (2:19).

James has been incorrectly understood by some
to contradict Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith
(2:14–26). If James had Paul in mind at all, he was
addressing himself to those who had perverted Paul’s
message, insisting that it doesn’t matter what you do,
as long as you have faith. James responded by assert-
ing that works are the outward evidence of inner
faith. Works make faith visible to others. In contrast,
Paul was concerned with our standing before God. As
is evident from Romans 12–15, Paul certainly agreed
with James that faith in Christ has direct implications
for how believers live.

SESSION 1Consider it Joy
SCRIPTURE JAMES 1:1–11

Welcome to this study of the book of James. In the sessions to follow we will be explor-
ing James’ practical instructions for the Christian life. We will have the opportunity to
learn and grow together as a group as we seek to apply what we hear from God’s Word.

Welcome
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Testing can be looked on as a burdensome trial or an invigorating
challenge. Take turns sharing with one another from your own
experiences with ordinary tests.

1. In high school or college, how much studying did you do before
an exam?

❍ Crammed the night before.
❍ Studied diligently for two weeks beforehand.
❍ Just “winged“it because I forgot all about the test until the

last minute.
❍ Memorized all four hundred pages of notes verbatim.
❍ Other ____________________________________.

2. How many times did you have to take your driver’s test before you got your first license?

3. What is your attitude towards taking tests?

❍ I enjoy the challenge.
❍ I hate the stress.
❍ I don’t hate tests, but I am glad to be out of school.
❍ I still have nightmares about long horrible exams.

Most of us don’t welcome trials into our lives or enjoy suffering, but
James shows us a different way of looking at things. He also gives
some important instructions regarding wisdom and the proper atti-
tude towards material prosperity. Read James 1:1–11, and consider
the purpose testing serves in our lives.

Consider it Joy

1James, a slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ:
To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion.
Greetings.
2Consider it a great joy, my brothers, whenever you experience various

trials, 3knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. 4But
endurance must do its complete work, so that you may be mature and com-
plete, lacking nothing.

Be sure to read the
introductory materi-
al in the front of
this book prior to
the first session. To
help your group
members get
acquainted, intro-
duce each person
and then take turns
answering one or
two of the Ice-
Breaker questions.

Ice-Breaker 15 Min.
CONNECT WITH YOUR GROUP

Ask a member of the
group, selected ahead
of time, to read the
passage aloud. Then
discuss the Ques-
tions for Interaction,
dividing into sub-
groups of three to six
as necessary. Be sure
to save at least 15
minutes for the Car-
ing Time.

Bible Study 30 Min.
READ SCRIPTURE AND DISCUSS
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5Now if any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives to all generously and without
criticizing, and it will be given to him. 6But let him ask in faith without doubting. For the doubter is
like the surging sea, driven and tossed by the wind. 7That person should not expect to receive anything
from the Lord. 8An indecisive man is unstable in all his ways.

9The brother of humble circumstances should boast in his exaltation; 10but the one who is rich
should boast in his humiliation, because he will pass away like a flower of the field. 11For the sun rises
with its scorching heat and dries up the grass; its flower falls off, and its beautiful appearance is
destroyed. In the same way, the rich man will wither away while pursuing his activities.

James 1:1–11

QUESTIONS FOR INTERACTION

1. What task or project have you accomplished that required great
perseverance?

2. According to James, what should a Christian’s attitude be when
facing trials? How often is this your attitude in your own hard
times?

3. Why is enduring important? What reward comes with enduring
in the faith?

4. What does it mean to be “mature and complete” (v. 4)? Who do
you know that you think could be described this way? What
characteristics do you see in this person’s life?

5. How does James turn the assumed status of rich and poor upside down? How does this
affect the way you think about your own financial position?

❍ It makes me nervous, what if God should humble me because of my wealth.
❍ I feel pretty good, because I never really had anything.
❍ I feel like I have been wasting my life.
❍ Maybe I really am fairly well off.
❍ I want to understand how God really values wealth.
❍ Other ____________________________________.

6. What is a trial you have faced in your life? What helped you through it?

7. In what area of your life do you need wisdom from God right now? What has kept you
from asking for it?

Refer to the Summary
and Study Notes at
the end of this ses-
sion. If 30 minutes is
not enough time to
answer all of the ques-
tions in this section,
conclude the study by
answering question 7.
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GOING DEEPER:

If your group has time and/or wants a challenge, go on to this question.

8. Verse 7 tells us that a doubter need not expect to receive anything from the Lord. How
does this fit with verse 5 which says that God “gives to all generously and without crit-
icizing?” If you ever experience doubts about your faith, does that necessarily mean that
you are “unstable in all your ways?”

It is very important for group development to express your concern
for each other by praying for one another.

1. Agree on the group covenant and ground rules which are
described in the introduction to this book.

2. Begin the prayer time by taking turns and completing the fol-
lowing sentence: “The biggest test to my faith right now is ... ”

3. Share any other prayer requests and then close in prayer. Pray
specifically for God to lead you to someone to bring next week to
fill the empty chair.

Today we began our study of the book of James by discussing what trials and strug-
gles are good for, and how we should respond to them in our own lives. We also talked
about God as the source of wisdom and were encouraged to realize that he will give us the
wisdom we need to deal with our lives—we only have to ask him for it. During the com-
ing week, be sure to ask God for the wisdom you need. Thank him for his willingness to
give it to you, and ask him to help you keep a joyful attitude toward your trials. Next week
we will continue to talk about the blessings that come from enduring trials to the glory of
God.

Take some extra time
in this first session to
go over the
introductory material
at the beginning of
this book. At the
close, pass around
your books and have
everyone sign the
Group Directory in
the front.

Caring Time 15 Min.
APPLY THE LESSON AND PRAY FOR ONE ANOTHER

Next Week
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SUMMARY: James begins his letter in the same way most Greek letters began—by naming the
sender and the recipient and then by offering a greeting. The letter is primarily concerned with practi-
cal instructions for Christian living. This section introduces three themes: trials and testing, wisdom
from God, and proper attitudes toward wealth.

1:1 James. This probably refers to the brother of
Jesus who was known in the early church as
“James the Just.” Extra-biblical accounts tell us
that James was martyred in A.D. 62. The high
priest Annas the Younger seized James, who was
then condemned and stoned to death. A few years
later, in A.D. 66, the church in Jerusalem (which
James headed) came to an end. Fearing the
approaching Roman armies, the church members
fled to Pella in the Transjordan and never returned
to Jerusalem. a slave. James is so well-known that
he needs no further designation. In fact, in the let-
ter of Jude this wide recognition of James is used
by the author to identify himself: “Jude, a servant
of Jesus Christ and a brother of James.” (In con-
trast, it is often necessary for Paul to identify him-
self as an apostle, thereby asserting his apostolic
authority in the matters about which he is writ-
ing.) James’ modest designation of himself as “a
slave” instead of “Bishop of Jerusalem” or “the
brother of Jesus” is probably a reflection of his
genuine humility. Here he identifies Jesus as the
“Lord” (master), therefore the appropriate rela-
tionship of all others to Jesus is as servants (liter-
ally “slaves”). the twelve tribes. This is a term used
in the Old Testament to refer to the nation of
Israel, even after 10 of the 12 tribes were lost and
never reconstituted following Israel’s captivity by
the Assyrians. In the New Testament, it came to
be associated with the Christian church. Gentile
Christians saw themselves as joint heirs with Israel
(Rom. 4; 9:24–26; Phil. 3:3; 1 Peter 2:9–10). Dis-
persion. The word is literally diaspora and was
used by Jews to refer to those of their number liv-
ing outside Palestine in the Gentile world. Here it
probably refers to those Jewish Christians living
outside Palestine (1 Peter 1:1).

1:2–11 The three themes (testing, wisdom and
riches) are connected. In order to survive the test

regarding how one treats riches, wisdom from
God is needed. James uses verbal echoes to link
together this section. 1:1 is linked to 1:2 by the
similar sound of chairein (greetings) and charan
(joy). 1:2–4 are connected by the repeated word
“perseverance.” Then 1:2–4 is linked to 1:5–8 by
the word “lack.” The word “ask” is repeated in
verses 5 and 6. The word “pride” links verses 9 and
10.

1:2 Consider it a great joy. Christians ought to
view the difficulties of life with enthusiasm,
because the outcome of trials will be beneficial.
The joy James is talking about is not just a feeling,
however. It is an active acceptance of adversity. my
brothers. James is addressing his letter to those
who are members of the church. This is not a let-
ter for the world at large. The phrase “my broth-
ers” carries with it a sense of warmth. Even though
in the course of his letter James will say some very
harsh things to these brothers and sisters, it is
never with the sense that they are despised or even
different from him (3:1–2). This is family. “My
brothers” is a recurrent phrase in James, often
used when a new subject is introduced (1:2,19;
2:14; 3:1; 5:7). various trials. The word “trials”
has the dual sense of “adversity” (disease, persecu-
tion, tragedy) and “temptations” (lust, greed, trust
in wealth). James is not urging Christians to seek
trials. Trials will come on their own. This is sim-
ply the way life is; especially it seems, for a first-
century Christian whose church is being
persecuted.

1:3 One reason that the Christian can rejoice in
suffering is that immediate good does come out of
the pain. In this verse James assumes that there
will be good results. endurance. Or “persever-
ance.” It is used in the sense of active overcoming,
rather than passive acceptance. This is a virtue

Notes on James 1:1–11
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vital to the Christian life, coming mainly out of
trials, it seems.

1:4 its complete work. Perfection is not automat-
ic—it takes time and effort. mature and complete.
What James has in mind here is wholeness of char-
acter. He is not calling for some sort of esoteric
perfection or sinlessness. Instead, the emphasis is
on moral blamelessness. He is thinking of the inte-
grated life, in contrast to the divided person of
verses 6–8. To be mature is to have reached a cer-
tain stage or to have fulfilled a given purpose. An
animal had to be fully developed to be fit for sac-
rifice to God. To be complete is to have no flaws
or blemishes. lacking. The opposite of mature and
complete. This is a word used of an army that has
been defeated or a person who has failed to reach
a certain standard.

1:5 wisdom. This is not just abstract knowledge,
but God-given insight which leads to right living.
It is the ability to make right decisions, especially
about moral issues (as one must do during trials).
generously. A reference both to the abundance of
the gift and the spirit with which it is given. God
gives fully, without hesitation and without grudg-
ing (2 Cor. 8:1–2).

1:6 James now contrasts the readiness on God’s
part to give (v. 5) with the hesitation on people’s
part to ask (v. 6). Both here and in 4:3, unanswered
prayer is connected to the quality of the asking, not
to the unwillingness of God to give. ask in faith.
To be in one mind about God’s ability to answer
prayer, to be sure that God will hear and will act in
accord with his superior wisdom. The ability to
pray this sort of trusting prayer is an example of
the character which is produced by trials.

1:8 indecisive. To doubt is to be in two minds—to
believe and to disbelieve simultaneously; to be torn
between two impulses—one positive, one negative.

1:9–11 Poverty is an example of a trial to be
endured—but so too are riches, though in quite a
different way. The question of riches and poverty
is the third major theme in the book.

1:9 humble circumstances. Those who are poor in
a material and social sense, and who are looked
down on by others because they are poor. boast.
Such boasting is equivalent to the rejoicing that is
encouraged in verse 2 in the face of adversity. This
becomes possible when the poor see beyond
immediate circumstances to their new position as
children of God. They may be poor in worldly
goods, but they are rich beyond imagination since
they are children of God and thus heirs of the
whole world. Therefore, they do in fact have a
superior position in life and ought to rejoice in it.
exaltation. In the early church, the poor gained a
new sense of self-respect. Slaves found that tradi-
tional social distinctions had been obliterated
(Gal. 3:28).

1:10 rich. The peril of riches is that people come
to trust in wealth as a source of security. It is a
mark of double-mindedness to attempt to serve
both God and money. humiliation. Jewish culture
understood wealth to be a sure sign of God’s favor.
Here, as elsewhere (vv. 2,9), James reverses con-
ventional expectations. flower of the field. In Feb-
ruary, Spring comes to Palestine with a blaze of
color, as flowers like the lily, the poppy, and the
lupine blossom along with a carpet of grass. By
May, however, all the flowers and grass are brown.

1:11 scorching heat. The hot, southeast desert
wind (the sirocco) sweeps into Palestine in the
Spring like a blast of hot air. It blows day and night
until the verdant cover is withered and brown. its
flower falls off. Wealth gives an uncertain security,
since it is apt to be swept away as abruptly as desert
flowers (Isa. 40:6–8).


