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Bible study outline

The Letter of James

The letter of James consists of five chapters. The writer of James identifies himself simply as ‘a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ’ (verse 1). Bible scholars have identified this James as the brother of the Lord Jesus Christ (Mark 6:3; Galatians 1:19).

The letter of James is not addressed to anyone in particular (1:2). Unlike the letters of Paul that teach us about spiritual issues such as Jesus’ death, the resurrection, and the gifts of the Holy Spirit, James deals with more mundane topics such as controlling the tongue, temptations and resisting the lure of riches. 

A superficial reading of James may give the impression that the author jumps abruptly from one theme to another. Read chapter one and you will observe what I mean. For example, in 1:5-8 he starts talking about wisdom and then shifts into riches in 1:9-11 before coming back to wisdom in 3:13-18. In short, James writes in a circular manner mentioning several different themes that are addressed again later on in his letter.

In order to do justice to the letter of James in our Bible study we are going to pick out certain themes in the letter rather than take it chapter by chapter.

Another interesting aspect about James is that even though he only mentions Jesus twice (1:1; 2:1) he employs phrases and words that are very close to those of Jesus. For example

James 1:4 compare with Matthew 5:48

James 3:12 compare with Matthew 7:16

James 5:12 compare with Matthew 5:34-37

James 5:19-20 compare with Matthew 18:15

James was a man so saturated in the words of Jesus that his teachings were a close resemblance of what the Lord taught.

It is important that we engage with the writings of James in order to bring balance to our Christian walk. It is so easy to get carried away with so-called ‘spiritual things’ that we can forget the mundane things of life that are equally important to our Christian walk. James deals with these.

Please begin by making sure you have read all five chapters of the letter of James before starting this study.

Dele Oke

November 2009

Study 1 on James

The writer and his themes

1. What do we know about James from the rest of the New Testament?
Mark 6:3; Galatians 1:19; Mark 3:21; John 7:5; 1 Corinthians 15:7; Acts 12:17; Acts 21:17-19; 1 Corinthians 9:5, 1 Corinthians 15:7; Galatians 1:19; Galatians 2:9-12.


2. Was James a believer when Jesus was physically on earth?


3. If James was not a believer when Jesus was on earth (John 7:5), what hope does that give us for members of our family who are not yet Christians?


4. Should we be good and kind to people even when they are not Christians?


5. The following themes are all mentioned in James chapter 1 – Trials, wisdom, wealth or riches, true religion and words. Can you pick out the verses where they are mentioned? What other topics are introduced in chapter 1.



Study 2 on James

Trials and temptations

Read 1:1-4, 12-15 and 5:7-11

1. How easy is it to practise what James is telling us in 1:2?


2. How does maturity (translated ‘perfect’ in KJV) become part of our life according to James (1:4)?


3. In 1:5 James asks us to seek God for wisdom. How can wisdom help us to handle trials and temptations?


4. Can you give a testimony about how wisdom has helped you to handle a trial?


5. Does our perseverance in the faith during trials bring glory to God? Has it ever occurred to you that your persistence in the faith during trials will earn you a reward? 1:12


6. In 1:13-16 James is talking about temptations. What does James identify as the source of our temptations? 


7. In 5:7-8 and 5:11 James urges us to be patient and endure? What does it mean to be patient during a trial?


8. What illusions are we likely to face if we think we can ‘bind and loose’ our way out of all the ups and downs of life?


Study 3 on James

Wisdom

Read 1:5-8, 3:13-18

1. What do you think James means by wisdom? 1:5-6


2. Do you notice how James associates wisdom with good behaviour? 3:13. What does this tell us about discerning people who truly possess godly wisdom?


3. In judging ourselves, how can we tell if we are really growing in godly wisdom? Does the phrase – walking the talk mean anything here? 3:13-15


4. What does 3:13-16 tell us about homes that are filled with quarrelling and fighting?


5. What are the symptoms of godly wisdom? 3:17-18


6. Do you notice that godly wisdom is more about ‘how we live’ rather than ‘what we know’? There is no point in ‘knowing about God’ yet ‘living like the devil’. Discuss?

Study 4 on James

Riches

Read 1:9-11; 2:1-7; 5:1-6

1. What does 1:9-11 teach us about the temporary nature of riches?


2. In some communities rich people are treated as those ‘specially blessed’ by God. What does 2:1-5 teach us about this attitude?


3. Are riches solely evidence that God has blessed a person or could there be other sources of wealth 5:1-6?


4. What does James teach us about the lust of riches? 5:1-6


5. Can you describe what a healthy Christian attitude to riches should be?


Study 5 on James

Words and actions

Read 1:19-27; 3:1-12; 4:11-12 and 5:12

1. How should God’s word affect the way we conduct ourselves 1:19-27?


2. Why is uncontrolled anger so dangerous 1:20?


3. How can we become doers of the Word 1:22-25?


4. Discuss James concept of true religion 1:27?


5. If you are in a privileged position to be able to influence other people with your words, e.g. parenting, teacher, boss at work, church, what responsibility should you exercise with your words 3:1?


6. If small instruments can control fast horses and powerful ships how much more can our tongues alter the cause of life 3:2-4? Discuss


7. James has been described as a practical pastor. Who does he blame for quarrels and fights 4:1-2? Why do we sometimes find it more convenient to blame the devil for all our misdemeanours? 


8. What does it mean to be a friend of the world 4:4?
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