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Introduction

Few New Testament books have been as controversial as the Letter of James. Martin Luther in his ‘Table Talk’ dismissed it as an ‘epistle of straw’, a series of disconnected observations strung together in random fashion. Luther over-reacted as James appeared to contradict Paul’s later writings, particularly Galatians’ emphasis on grace alone. However, if like James, we see ethics as ‘gratitude for grace’ there is no contradiction, for as Luther himself said, whilst we are saved by faith alone, saving faith is never alone – good works  follow the new birth. 
The author of the letter is almost certainly James, the half-brother of Jesus, the eldest son of Joseph and the second son of Mary, a Jew from Nazareth who later moved to Jerusalem .
James came to faith after the resurrection of Jesus and became a leader of the church in Jerusalem. He was a source of strength and encouragement to the whole church. Tradition has it he was called ‘James the Just’ because of his faithfulness to the Old Testament and the Gospel.

The letter appears to have been written in the mid 40’s prior to the Jerusalem Council in AD 49. James writes to Jewish believers ie. Jews by birth who became Christians  through the new birth and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ as saviour. They were scattered throughout the Roman Empire. In the 1st C AD dispersed Jews outnumbered those living in Palestine by six to one!
Read James 1: 1 – 8

1. Who was the writer of James? Why did he find it difficult to believe in Jesus prior to the resurrection? Refer to John 7: 2 – 5.

2. Why do some Christians find James a somewhat difficult book to study?

3. What do these verses tell us about the author’s character?

4. What attitude should the Christian have towards suffering and hardship? (vv2 – 4)

5. How does James use the word ‘doubt’ in v6? How should we respond to the different forms of doubt which arise in our lives?

Read James 1: 9 - 18

6. How are vv9 – 11 related to the ‘trials’ of vv2 and 12?

7. What is the outcome of perseverance (v12)? How do we persevere?
8. What three disastrous steps take the unbeliever to spiritual death and a Christ-less eternity (vv 13 – 15)?

9. What assurance do you take from vv 16 – 18? Think of God’s unchanging character and the gift of the new birth.

  10.  What role do the Scriptures play in the new birth (v18 and particularly 

         Romans 10: 8 – 17)? The recent debate over the so-called Gospel of Thomas 
         and other Gnostic writings is interesting in this regard.
Food for Thought

James is a good pastor. He knows his readers well. He is aware of their trials (1:2), their temptation to show favouritism (2: 3, 4), their ambitions (3: 1) and their need of encouragement to pray (5: 13 – 18). To what extent do we know the needs and particular ‘trials’ and temptations which those close to us face. Conversely do we have the grace to share our needs with others, so that we gain assistance and perspective?
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