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The Letter of James
A Comprehensive Overview — Men’s Bible Study

“But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.” — James 1:22

If Romans gave us the deep architecture of grace, James hands us the working clothes. It is the
most practical book in the New Testament — blunt, vivid, and relentlessly concerned with
whether our faith actually shows up in how we speak, spend, work, and treat people. Where Paul
reasons like a lawyer building a case, James preaches like a prophet firing off imperatives:
nearly sixty commands in a hundred and eight verses. It is the book of a man who has no
patience for a religion that stays in the head.

1. Who Wrote It, and When

The Author
The letter names its author simply as “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ”
(1:1). Several men named James appear in the New Testament, but the tradition and most
evidence point to James the brother of Jesus — also called James the Just. Notably, he does
not claim the title “brother of the Lord”; he calls himself a servant. The Gospels tell us Jesus’
brothers did not believe in him during his ministry (John 7:5), but the risen Christ appeared to
James specifically (1 Corinthians 15:7), and James went on to lead the Jerusalem church (Acts
15; Galatians 1:19; 2:9).

James the Just. Early church tradition remembered James as a man of such devotion that
his knees were said to be calloused like a camel’s from constant prayer. He led the
Jerusalem church through its most delicate years and was martyred around A.D. 62, thrown
from the temple and clubbed to death according to the historian Josephus and later
Christian sources. The man who wrote “consider it pure joy when you face trials” paid for
his faith with his life.

Date
If James of Jerusalem wrote it, the letter dates before his death in A.D. 62. Many scholars place
it very early — possibly the late 40s A.D., which would make it among the earliest New
Testament documents, written before the theological vocabulary of the later epistles had fully
developed. Its intense Jewishness and simple church structure support an early date.

The Audience
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James writes “to the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” (1:1) — Jewish believers in Jesus scattered
outside Palestine. This explains the letter’s deep roots in Old Testament wisdom, its synagogue
imagery (2:2, where “assembly” is literally synagogue), and its echoes of the teaching of Jesus.

2. What Kind of Book Is This?

James is unlike Paul’s letters. After the opening verse it has almost no personal greetings, no
travel plans, no sustained argument. Instead it reads like wisdom literature — closer to
Proverbs than to Romans — strung together in short, punchy units on practical themes. It is also
saturated with the teaching of Jesus: more than any other New Testament letter, James echoes
the Sermon on the Mount, though he never quotes it directly. Reading James is, in many ways,
the closest we get to hearing how Jesus’ own family absorbed and passed on his teaching.

FROM THE TRADITION

The echoes of Jesus. Compare James with the Sermon on the Mount and the parallels
stack up: joy in trials (1:2 / Matthew 5:11–12), asking and receiving (1:5 / Matthew 7:7), the
rich and the poor (2:5 / Matthew 5:3), mercy (2:13 / Matthew 5:7), peacemakers (3:18 /
Matthew 5:9), not judging (4:11–12 / Matthew 7:1–2), moth and rust (5:2–3 / Matthew
6:19), and letting your yes be yes (5:12 / Matthew 5:34–37). James had clearly absorbed his
brother’s teaching to the bone.

3. The Great Question: James and Paul

For our group, coming straight from Romans, this is the heart of the matter — and it is worth
naming plainly at the start. Paul says a man is “justified by faith apart from works of the law”
(Romans 3:28) and points to Abraham as proof (Romans 4). James says “a person is justified by
works and not by faith alone” (James 2:24) — and points to the same Abraham as proof (James
2:21–23). The two verses look like a head-on collision. Martin Luther felt the tension so sharply
that he called James “an epistle of straw” and questioned its place in the canon.

The resolution turns on the fact that Paul and James use the same words to fight different
battles:

• “Faith.” For Paul, faith is living trust that unites us to Christ. For James, the “faith” he
attacks is mere intellectual assent — “even the demons believe… and shudder” (2:19).
James is not against Paul’s faith; he is against a counterfeit of it.

• “Justified.” Paul often means the initial declaration of righteousness before God. James
means the demonstration or vindication of righteousness that shows faith was real.
Abraham was declared righteous in Genesis 15 (Paul’s point) and shown to be righteous
when he offered Isaac in Genesis 22 (James’s point).
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• “Works.” Paul opposes “works of the law” done to earn standing. James commends
works that flow from faith as its natural fruit. They are opposing two entirely different
things.

Far from contradicting, they guard the same truth from opposite sides. Paul protects the gospel
from legalism — the idea that we earn God’s favor. James protects it from dead orthodoxy — the
idea that we can claim faith while our lives are unchanged. Both would have agreed with the
Reformation slogan: we are saved by faith alone, but the faith that saves is never alone.

FROM THE TRADITION

Wesley (home base). Wesley saw no contradiction and preached both books freely. For
him James was essential to guarding against “cheap grace” — the antinomian error that a
person could be justified and yet remain unchanged. James’s insistence that living faith
produces works fit Wesley’s theology of sanctification hand in glove: real faith is always a
working, growing, love-producing faith.

Reformed. Despite Luther’s early doubts, the mature Reformed tradition embraced
James, reading 2:14–26 as teaching that works are the necessary evidence of justifying
faith, not its ground. Calvin: “It is faith alone which justifies, and yet the faith which justifies
is not alone.”

Roman Catholic. Catholic theology has long pointed to James 2:24 — the only verse in
Scripture with the phrase “faith alone” (rejecting it) — as evidence that justification involves
faith formed by love and expressed in works, not a bare declaration. The 1999 Catholic–
Lutheran Joint Declaration narrowed, though did not erase, this historic divide.

Orthodox. The Christian East never experienced the faith-vs-works debate in Western
terms. Salvation as synergy — the cooperation of human freedom with divine grace —
means James’s emphasis on active faith reads as simply obvious rather than controversial.

4. Major Themes

Trials and maturity

James opens and closes with endurance under trial (1:2–12; 5:7–11). Hardship, rightly met,
produces teleios — completeness, maturity, the whole man.

Wisdom from above

Like Proverbs, James prizes wisdom — not cleverness but the skill of godly living, given freely by
God to those who ask (1:5; 3:13–18).

The tongue
No New Testament writer is more searching about our speech. The tongue is a fire, a rudder, a
restless evil — and the truest test of whether our religion is real (1:26; 3:1–12).

Rich and poor
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James is fierce about partiality and the exploitation of the poor (2:1–7; 5:1–6). Genuine religion
looks after widows and orphans (1:27).

Faith proven by works

The spine of the letter: faith that produces nothing is dead (2:14–26). What we do reveals what
we actually believe.

Humility before God
Submit, resist the devil, draw near, and he will draw near to you (4:6–10). The proud are
opposed; the humble are lifted up.

5. Verses Worth Knowing

CROSS-REFERENCES

• 1:2–3 — Count it all joy when you meet trials, for testing produces steadfastness.

• 1:5 — If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously.

• 1:19 — Quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger.

• 1:22 — Be doers of the word, and not hearers only.

• 1:27 — Pure religion: care for orphans and widows, and keep oneself unstained.

• 2:17 — Faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.

• 3:5 — How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire!

• 4:7 — Submit to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.

• 4:8 — Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.

• 5:16 — The prayer of a righteous person has great power.

6. How We’ll Study It — Eight Weeks

James has five chapters, but it moves by topic rather than by long argument, so we’ll follow its
natural units across eight sessions:

1. Trials & Testing — James 1:1–18

2. Hearing & Doing — James 1:19–27

3. Favoritism & the Poor — James 2:1–13

4. Faith & Works — James 2:14–26

5. The Tongue — James 3:1–12

6. Two Kinds of Wisdom / Quarrels & the World — James 3:13–4:12
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7. Presumption & the Rich — James 4:13–5:11

8. Prayer & Restoration — James 5:12–20

Each week keeps the format the group knows: orientation, significant passages, word studies in
the Greek, voices from the traditions, cross-references, questions for reflection, and application
for us as men, fathers, and sons.

“Religion that is pure and undefiled before God the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows
in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.” — James 1:27
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Week 1 — Count It All Joy
James 1:1–18  ·  Trials, Testing, and the Maturity They Produce

Orientation

James wastes no time. After a one-line greeting he opens with a command that sounds almost
offensive: “Count it all joy… when you meet trials of various kinds” (1:2). Not if but when; and
not grudging endurance but joy. The first eighteen verses lay the foundation for the whole letter
— that a faith worth having is a faith that has been tested. James moves through four connected
ideas: the purpose of trials (vv. 2–4), the wisdom to endure them (vv. 5–8), the leveling of rich
and poor (vv. 9–11), and the crucial difference between a trial that God uses and a temptation
that never comes from him (vv. 12–18). This is a bracing place to begin, and exactly the right one
for a room full of men who have known hardship.

Significant Passages

1:2–4 — The purpose of testing
The logic is a chain: the testing of your faith produces steadfastness, and steadfastness must
be allowed to “have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” (v.
4). James is not saying trials are good in themselves; he is saying God uses them to produce
something that could be made no other way. The joy is not in the pain but in what the pain is
producing. Note the athletic, almost muscular image — endurance is built the way strength is
built, under load.

1:5–8 — Ask for wisdom
Right in the middle of trials, we often don’t know what to do — so James says ask. God “gives
generously to all without reproach” (v. 5); he does not scold us for needing help. But we must
ask in faith, not “like a wave of the sea” driven by the wind (v. 6). The double-minded man (v.
8) — literally “two-souled” — is unstable in everything. This is a theme James will return to: the
divided heart is the enemy of a mature faith.

1:9–11 — The great reversal
The lowly brother should boast in his exaltation, and the rich in his humiliation, because wealth
withers like a wildflower in the sun (vv. 10–11). James, writing to scattered and often poor
believers, plants an early flag on a theme he will hammer later: the world’s scoreboard is upside
down, and both poverty and wealth look completely different from God’s vantage point.

1:12–18 — Trial versus temptation
Verse 12 blesses the man who “remains steadfast under trial,” promising the crown of life. Then
James draws a sharp line. Testing that matures us is not the same as temptation that destroys
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us, and the two have entirely different sources. “God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself
tempts no one” (v. 13). Temptation comes from within — our own desire, which “conceives…
gives birth to sin, and sin… brings forth death” (vv. 14–15). By contrast, from the Father comes
every good and perfect gift (v. 17), unchanging as the sun he made. God is not the author of
our downfall; he is the giver behind every good thing.

WORD STUDY

peirasmos (“trial / temptation”) — vv. 2, 12. The same word carries both meanings, which
is precisely James’s point across this passage. An outward trial and an inward temptation
can be the same event viewed from two directions: God uses the circumstance to strengthen
us; our own desire tries to exploit it to trip us.

dokimion (“testing, proving”) — v. 3. The assaying of metal to prove it genuine and burn
off impurity. Testing is not God discovering what we’re made of — he knows — but the
process by which we are refined.

teleios (“perfect, complete, mature”) — v. 4. Not flawless, but finished — having reached its
intended end, like fruit that is ripe or a task fully done. One of James’s favorite words; the
goal of the whole letter.

dipsychos (“double-minded”) — v. 8. Literally “two-souled.” A word James may have
coined; it appears nowhere in Greek before him. The man pulled in two directions at once —
wanting God and wanting the world — and therefore unstable in all he does.

FROM THE TRADITION

Wesley (home base). Wesley treasured verse 4 — steadfastness having its “perfect work”
— as scriptural support for his doctrine of Christian maturity moving toward perfect love.
He read trials as one of God’s ordinary means of sanctification: not punishment, but the
Father’s deliberate shaping of a maturing son. On verse 17 he loved the phrase “no
variableness, neither shadow of turning” — the constancy of God’s goodness anchoring us in
the storm.

The wider tradition. Reformed writers stress verse 13 against any notion that God is the
author of sin — he ordains that trials come, yet is never the source of the evil desire that
turns a trial into a fall. The Orthodox reading leans on the refining image: trials are the
furnace in which the passions are burned away and the soul is healed. All agree on the
pastoral center: God’s intent in our hardship is our good, never our ruin.

CROSS-REFERENCES

• Romans 5:3–5 — Paul’s nearly identical chain: suffering produces endurance,
character, hope. Worth reading side by side, fresh from our Romans study.

• 1 Peter 1:6–7 — trials as gold tested by fire; the same assaying image as dokimion.
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• Matthew 7:7–11 — ask and it will be given; the Father who gives good gifts, behind
James 1:5 and 1:17.

• Proverbs 2:1–6 — wisdom given to those who ask and seek; James’s wisdom-
literature roots.

• Job 1–2 — the archetype of steadfastness under trial, whom James names directly in
5:11.

• Hebrews 12:5–11 — the discipline of a loving Father that yields the peaceful fruit of
righteousness.

FOR REFLECTION

• James says to count trials as joy — not to feel joy about the pain, but to reckon what it
is producing. Is that a distinction you can actually live in? Where have you seen a
hard season produce something in you that ease never could?

• Verse 5 says God gives wisdom “without reproach.” Do you believe God is glad to help
you, or do you suspect he is exasperated with you for needing it? Where does that
suspicion come from?

• James pinpoints the double-minded man as unstable in everything. Where are you
currently two-souled — wanting God and wanting something else at the same time?

• Verse 14 traces sin back to our own desire, not our circumstances. That removes the
excuse of blaming the situation. What desire, if you’re honest, is doing the pulling in
your most repeated temptation?

LIVING IT OUT

As a man: Men are trained to either grit through hardship silently or resent it. James
offers a third way: to ask what God is building and to ask him for wisdom in the middle of it.
Name the trial you are currently in. Have you actually asked God for wisdom about it — or
only for it to end? Try the first this week.

As a father: Your children learn what to do with hardship largely by watching you. When
the next real setback hits — a job loss, a diagnosis, a disappointment — what do they see
modeled: panic, blame, stoic silence, or a man who brings it to God? What would you want
them to imitate, and does your response match it?

As a son: Verse 17 says every good gift comes down from the Father of lights. Many men
carry a distorted picture of ‘father’ inherited from their own. Spend a moment honestly
comparing the Father James describes — generous, constant, never the source of your harm
— with the father you grew up under. Where do you need to let the true one correct the
picture?
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Closing Thought

James has set the foundation: a tested faith is a real faith, and the God who allows the testing is
the same God who gives generously and stands behind every good thing. But he is about to turn
the screw. It is not enough to endure the word or even to hear it well — the question is whether
we will do it. That is next week.
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Week 2 — Doers of the Word
James 1:19–27  ·  Hearing, Doing, and Religion That God Accepts

Orientation

Here is the hinge of the whole letter, and arguably its thesis: “Be doers of the word, and not
hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (1:22). Everything James says afterward — about the tongue,
the poor, faith and works — is an application of this one demand. He begins with a memorable
rule for the mouth and the temper (v. 19), moves to the danger of self-deception through mere
listening (vv. 22–25), and lands on a definition of “pure religion” that would surprise most
people: not chiefly ritual or doctrine, but bridled speech, care for the vulnerable, and personal
holiness (vv. 26–27). For a group fresh off Romans, this is the pivot from believing rightly to
living accordingly.

Significant Passages

1:19–21 — Quick to hear, slow to speak
“Let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger” (v. 19). It is one of the most
quoted verses in the letter and one of the least practiced. James grounds it in a reason: “the
anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God” (v. 20). Our hot reactions, however
justified they feel, do not accomplish God’s purposes. Instead we are to “put away all filthiness”
and “receive with meekness the implanted word” (v. 21) — the posture of a learner, not a
debater.

1:22–25 — The mirror
The heart of the passage. A hearer who does not do the word is like a man who looks at his face
in a mirror and immediately forgets what he saw (vv. 23–24). The point is subtle: hearing God’s
word shows us ourselves, but if we walk away and do nothing, the encounter is wasted. By
contrast, the one who “looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres” — who acts
— “will be blessed in his doing” (v. 25). Note the striking phrase law of liberty: for James,
obedience is not bondage but freedom, because it is the shape of the life we were made for.

1:26–27 — Pure religion
James now defines true religion — and does it with a jolt. First, negatively: a man who thinks he
is religious but does not bridle his tongue has a worthless religion and deceives his own heart
(v. 26). Then, positively: “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God” is “to visit orphans
and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world” (v. 27). It is a
deliberately concrete, unglamorous definition — controlled speech, compassion for the
powerless, and personal purity. The most vulnerable in the ancient world were widows and
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orphans, who had no male protector and no standing; James makes their care the litmus test of
real faith.

WORD STUDY

tachys / bradys (“quick” / “slow”) — v. 19. The imagery is of readiness and restraint.
Quick to open the ears, deliberately slow to open the mouth. A ratio most of us have exactly
backwards.

emphytos logos (“implanted word”) — v. 21. A word planted in us like a seed, echoing the
parable of the sower. It must be received in meekness and then allowed to grow into action;
a seed that produces nothing was received in vain.

parakyptō (“to look into, stoop down to examine”) — v. 25. Not a passing glance but a
careful bending-over to inspect closely — the same verb used of Peter and John stooping to
look into the empty tomb. This is the attentive, deliberate engagement with Scripture that
leads to doing.

thrēskeia (“religion, religious worship”) — vv. 26–27. The external practice and
observance of faith. James does not dismiss it — he redefines it, insisting that its true form
shows up in the tongue, in mercy, and in holiness rather than in mere ceremony.

FROM THE TRADITION

Wesley (home base). This passage was Wesley in miniature. He famously distrusted a
religion of “hearing only” and built Methodism around doing — visiting the sick and
imprisoned, feeding the poor, works of mercy as means of grace. James 1:27 was practically
a Methodist charter: real religion cares for orphans and widows. Wesley’s “law of liberty”
was the gospel writing God’s law on a willing heart, so that obedience becomes freedom
rather than burden.

The wider tradition. Catholic social teaching has long anchored care for the vulnerable
partly in James 1:27. The Reformed tradition emphasizes verse 22’s warning against self-
deception — the peculiar danger of the religiously informed who mistake knowledge for
obedience, a danger sermon-hearers know well. Orthodoxy hears in the “implanted word”
the transforming presence of Christ within, growing the believer toward likeness to God.

CROSS-REFERENCES

• Matthew 7:24–27 — the wise and foolish builders; hearing and doing versus
hearing only. James is echoing his brother directly.

• Luke 6:46 — “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do what I tell you?”

• Romans 2:13 — “not the hearers of the law… but the doers who will be justified.”
Paul and James in full agreement.
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• Micah 6:8 — do justice, love mercy, walk humbly; the prophetic root of “pure
religion.”

• Isaiah 1:16–17 — cease to do evil, bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow’s
cause.

• Proverbs 10:19 — when words are many, sin is not lacking; the wise restrain their
lips.

FOR REFLECTION

• “Quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger.” Which of the three is hardest for you?
What would visibly change in your closest relationships if you improved on that one?

• Verse 20 says human anger doesn’t produce God’s righteousness — even when the
anger feels justified. Where are you currently holding an anger you believe is
righteous? Is it producing anything good?

• James says the hearer who doesn’t act deceives himself. What is one thing you already
know from Scripture that you have simply never gotten around to doing?

• “Pure religion” here is caring for the powerless and keeping oneself unstained. If a
stranger defined your religion by where your time and money actually go, what would
they conclude it consists of?

LIVING IT OUT

As a man: The mirror image is pointed. Many men are excellent at hearing — podcasts,
sermons, books — and quietly substitute intake for obedience. Pick one truth you have
‘heard’ repeatedly and never acted on. Do the first concrete thing about it this week, before
the next input. Consumption is not obedience.

As a father: “Slow to anger” is tested most at home, where the audience is smallest and the
guard is lowest. Your children are learning what a man does with frustration by watching
you at the dinner table and in the car. What is one trigger where your quick anger is
teaching them the wrong lesson — and what would ‘slow to anger’ look like the next time it
fires?

As a son: Verse 27 centers on those without a protector — widows and orphans. Is there an
older person in your life, perhaps an aging parent or a widow in your church, who needs the
kind of practical, unglamorous care James describes? ‘Visiting’ in the biblical sense means
showing up and shouldering something. Who could you show up for?

Closing Thought

James has named the great danger of the religious man: hearing without doing, and calling it
faith. He has also given the antidote a concrete face — the widow, the orphan, the bridled
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tongue. Now he takes his first case study, and it strikes at something every congregation
struggles with: the way we instinctively favor the impressive and overlook the poor. That is next
week.
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Week 3 — The Sin of Favoritism
James 2:1–13  ·  Partiality, the Poor, and the Royal Law

Orientation

James now takes his principle — real faith shows up in action — and drives it into a specific,
uncomfortable scene. Picture a gathering where a rich man in fine clothes and a poor man in
rags walk in, and watch how differently they are treated (2:2–3). Favoritism, James argues, is
not a harmless social reflex; it is incompatible with faith in the Lord of glory (v. 1), it insults the
very people God has chosen (vv. 5–6), and it violates the “royal law” of love (v. 8). He closes with
a sobering principle about judgment and mercy (vv. 12–13). This chapter asks a question every
man in the room will feel: whom do we instinctively defer to, and whom do we quietly dismiss?

Significant Passages

2:1–4 — The scene in the assembly
“Show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory” (v. 1).
James paints the picture vividly: the well-dressed visitor is ushered to a good seat, the poor man
told to stand or sit on the floor (vv. 2–3). In doing so, James says, “you have… become judges
with evil thoughts” (v. 4). The word for “partiality” literally means “receiving the face” — judging
by surface appearance. It is a direct betrayal of a Lord who himself came without status or fine
clothes.

2:5–7 — God’s choice of the poor
James turns the world’s valuation on its head: “Has not God chosen those who are poor in the
world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom?” (v. 5). To fawn over the rich is therefore to
side against God’s own pattern of choosing. And it is doubly foolish, James notes dryly, because
in his readers’ experience it was often the rich who oppressed them, dragged them into court,
and blasphemed the name of Christ (vv. 6–7). They were flattering the very people mistreating
them.

2:8–11 — The royal law
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself” — James calls this the royal law (v. 8), the law of the
King. To show partiality is to break it, and thus to become a lawbreaker (v. 9). Then a principle
that lands hard: whoever keeps the whole law but stumbles at one point is guilty of breaking all
of it (v. 10). The law is not a checklist where a passing grade is enough; it is a seamless
expression of God’s character, and to tear one part is to tear the whole. Favoritism is not a minor
lapse — it is a real fracture in love.

2:12–13 — Judgment and mercy
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“So speak and so act as those who are to be judged under the law of liberty” (v. 12). Then the
pivot: “Judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over
judgment” (v. 13). How we treat the vulnerable now is not disconnected from how we ourselves
will be met on the last day. The merciful will find mercy — an echo of the Beatitude and of the
Lord’s Prayer. James is not teaching that we earn salvation by mercy, but that a heart genuinely
gripped by grace becomes merciful, and a merciless heart reveals a faith that was never real.

WORD STUDY

prosōpolēmpsia (“partiality, favoritism”) — v. 1. Literally “receiving — or lifting — the
face.” To judge by outward appearance and status. Strikingly, the New Testament uses this
same word to insist that God shows no partiality (Romans 2:11) — so favoritism in us is a
failure to resemble him.

synagōgē (“assembly, synagogue”) — v. 2. James calls the gathering a synagogue, one of
the marks of the letter’s early, deeply Jewish setting. These are Jewish believers still
meeting in synagogue-style assemblies.

basilikos nomos (“royal law”) — v. 8. The law befitting the King, or the law that rules
over all other laws. Love of neighbor is the sovereign command under which the rest fall
into place — the same summary Jesus and Paul both give.

eleos (“mercy”) — v. 13. Compassion that acts — not merely feeling pity but doing
something about another’s need. “Mercy triumphs over judgment” is one of the great lines
of the letter: mercy, quite literally, boasts over judgment, having the last word.

FROM THE TRADITION

Wesley (home base). Wesley preached pointedly against the love of money and the
flattery of the rich, and he practiced what he preached — he gave away nearly all his
considerable book income and died with almost nothing. He took James 2 as a rebuke of
any church that arranges itself around wealth and status, and he deliberately sent Methodist
preachers to the poor, the miners, and the imprisoned whom the respectable church
ignored.

On “guilty of all” (v. 10). The Reformed tradition reads this as proof of the law’s unity
and of our total need for grace — no one clears the bar, so all must be justified by faith. The
Catholic tradition has used it in discussing the difference between grave and lesser sins
while affirming that all sin genuinely offends against the one law of love. Wesley
emphasized the pastoral thrust: do not comfort yourself with the sins you avoid while
nursing the one you excuse.

Orthodox. Reads “mercy triumphs over judgment” through the lens of God’s own
boundless mercy, and stresses that showing mercy is how we participate in the divine life.
The merciless heart has cut itself off from the very grace it claims.
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CROSS-REFERENCES

• Leviticus 19:15, 18 — do not be partial in judgment; love your neighbor as yourself.
Both roots of this passage sit in one Levitical chapter.

• Deuteronomy 10:17 — God shows no partiality and takes no bribe; the character
we’re to imitate.

• Matthew 5:7 — “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.” The
Beatitude behind 2:13.

• Matthew 25:31–46 — the sheep and goats; judgment measured by treatment of
“the least of these.”

• Proverbs 14:31 — whoever oppresses the poor insults his Maker, but he who is
generous honors him.

• 1 Corinthians 1:26–29 — God chose the lowly and despised to shame the strong;
Paul’s parallel to 2:5.

FOR REFLECTION

• Be honest: whom do you instinctively defer to — and whom do you subtly dismiss?
What signals (clothes, job title, money, confidence) trigger the deference?

• James says God chose the poor to be rich in faith. Does your church, and your own
life, reflect that valuation — or the world’s? Where’s the gap?

• “Whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point is guilty of all.” Which sin do you
tend to excuse because you’re doing well on the others?

• “Mercy triumphs over judgment.” Who in your life most needs mercy from you right
now rather than the judgment you feel entitled to give?

LIVING IT OUT

As a man: Men run on status hierarchies — who’s successful, who’s impressive, who can do
something for us. James calls the reflex to court the powerful and overlook the ordinary a
sin, not just bad manners. This week, deliberately give your unhurried attention to someone
who can do nothing for you — and notice how much you have to override to do it.

As a father: Children absorb your snap judgments about people — the way you talk about
the waiter, the neighbor, the man asking for money at the intersection. They are learning
whom to value. What are your offhand comments teaching them about who matters? What
would you need to change for them to inherit ‘the royal law’ instead of the world’s
scoreboard?

As a son: Verse 13 ties the mercy we show to the mercy we’ll receive. Many men hold a
hard, unforgiving ledger against someone in their own family — a father, a brother, an ex.
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Consider the mercy you yourself are counting on from God. Is there a judgment you’re
gripping that you need to release this week?

Closing Thought

Favoritism was James’s first case study in what happens when ‘faith’ fails to become action. Now
he confronts the underlying issue head-on and states it in the boldest terms in the letter: a faith
that produces no works is not weak faith — it is dead. Next week we reach the passage that made
Luther nervous and completes the circle from our study of Romans.
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Week 4 — Faith That Works
James 2:14–26  ·  The Great Question, and the Circle Back to Romans

Orientation

This is the passage the whole study has been building toward, and the one our group is best
equipped to handle — because we have just spent weeks in Romans. James asks bluntly: “What
good is it… if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him?” (v.
14). He gives a homely example (vv. 15–17), stages a debate with an imaginary objector (vv. 18–
19), and calls two Old Testament witnesses — Abraham and Rahab (vv. 20–26). Then comes the
verse that made Luther wince: “a person is justified by works and not by faith alone” (v. 24).
Handled carelessly, this looks like a contradiction of Paul. Handled well, it completes him.
Tonight we resolve the tension the group has been anticipating since we chose this book.

Significant Passages

2:14–17 — The useless blessing
James poses the question, then illustrates it unforgettably. A brother or sister is without clothes
and daily food, and you say, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them anything
they need — what good is that (vv. 15–16)? Words without action are worse than useless; they
are a mockery. “So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead” (v. 17). Note the word
carefully: not weak, not immature — dead. A faith that produces nothing is a corpse.

2:18–19 — The demons believe
James stages an objection: “You have faith and I have works” — as if these were two valid
options. He demolishes it: “Show me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my
faith by my works” (v. 18). Faith is invisible; the only evidence it exists is what it produces. Then
the knockout blow: “You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe — and
shudder!” (v. 19). Mere intellectual assent to correct doctrine is something even demons
manage. If your ‘faith’ gets you no further than a demon’s, it is not saving faith. This verse is
the key to the whole passage: the “faith” James attacks is bare belief-that, not the living
trust Paul means.

2:20–26 — Abraham and Rahab
James calls two witnesses. Abraham “was justified by works when he offered up his son Isaac”
(v. 21); his faith was “completed by his works” (v. 22), and the Genesis 15:6 verse — “Abraham
believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness” — was fulfilled when he acted
decades later on the mountain (v. 23). Then Rahab, a Gentile prostitute, justified by works
when she hid the spies (v. 25) — a deliberately shocking second example, as far from Abraham
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in status as possible, showing the principle holds for everyone. The verdict, twice stated: “faith
apart from works is dead” (v. 26), “like the body apart from the spirit.”

Paul and James on Abraham — the same man, two moments. Paul quotes Genesis
15:6, where Abraham believed and was declared righteous — before he had done anything.
James points to Genesis 22, decades later, where Abraham offered Isaac — the act that
proved the belief was real. Paul asks, “How does a man get right with God?” Answer: by
faith. James asks, “How do you know a man’s faith is real?” Answer: by what it does. The
two are answering different questions about the same man, and both quote the same verse
to do it.

WORD STUDY

pistis (“faith”) — the whole passage turns on this word carrying two senses. Paul’s pistis is
living, trusting union with Christ. The pistis James condemns in v. 19 is bare assent —
believing a fact is true — which even demons possess. Same word, different realities. Miss
this and the ‘contradiction’ is unavoidable; see it and it dissolves.

dikaioō (“to justify, declare / show righteous”) — vv. 21, 24, 25. The same verb Paul uses,
but able to mean either “declare righteous before God” (Paul’s courtroom sense) or
“vindicate, show to be righteous” (James’s demonstrative sense). Abraham was declared
righteous in Genesis 15 and shown righteous in Genesis 22.

nekros (“dead”) — vv. 17, 26. A brutal, deliberate word. Faith without works is not a lesser
grade of faith; it is a dead thing, as lifeless as a body without breath.

synergeō / eteleiōthē (“worked together” / “was completed”) — v. 22. Abraham’s faith
and works co-operated, and the faith was brought to its telos — its intended completion —
by the works. Works don’t replace faith; they bring it to maturity, the same teleios goal from
week 1.

FROM THE TRADITION

The heart of the matter: does James contradict Paul? The near-universal answer
across the traditions is no — they address different errors. Paul fights legalism (earning
salvation by law-keeping); James fights dead orthodoxy (claiming faith while living
unchanged). Here is how each tradition frames the harmony.

Wesley (home base). Wesley held Paul and James together effortlessly and needed both.
Justification is by faith alone (Paul); but saving faith is living and necessarily bears fruit
(James). For Wesley, James guards against the “antinomian” error — the notion that once
justified, holiness is optional. A faith that leaves a man unchanged is, in Wesley’s reading of
James, simply not the faith that saves. This is the engine of his whole theology of
sanctification.
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Reformed. Calvin’s formula is the classic summary: “It is faith alone that justifies, yet the
faith that justifies is never alone.” Works are the necessary evidence and fruit of justifying
faith, never its ground. James 2 describes how saving faith proves itself; it does not add
works as a second cause of salvation.

Roman Catholic. Catholic theology reads 2:24 — the lone “not by faith alone” in Scripture
— as confirming that justification is by faith formed by love and expressed in works, an
organic whole rather than a bare imputed verdict. Historically this was the sharpest edge of
the Reformation divide; the 1999 Joint Declaration between Catholics and Lutherans found
real (if incomplete) common ground, agreeing that good works flow necessarily from grace.

Orthodox. For the East there was never a crisis here. Salvation is synergy — the whole
person cooperating with grace — so faith expressing itself in works is simply what salvation
is. James 2 states the obvious rather than resolving a controversy.

Bringing it home: Notice that all four traditions land in the same place pastorally, even
coming from different angles — a professed faith that produces no change in how a man lives
should not be trusted. That is a conclusion the whole group can hold together, whatever label
they wear.

CROSS-REFERENCES

• Romans 3:28; 4:1–5 — Paul’s “justified by faith apart from works.” Read directly
alongside James 2:24; this is the pairing the whole week hinges on.

• Genesis 15:6 — Abraham believed and it was counted righteousness (Paul’s
moment).

• Genesis 22:1–18 — the offering of Isaac (James’s moment); faith proven by
obedience.

• Joshua 2 — Rahab hides the spies; the faith-in-action James commends.

• Galatians 5:6 — “faith working through love”; Paul’s own phrase, pure James in
spirit.

• Ephesians 2:8–10 — saved by grace through faith, for good works. Verses 8–9 are
Paul; verse 10 is James. The whole debate in three verses.

• Matthew 7:16–20 — you will know them by their fruits; Jesus’ version of the same
test.

FOR REFLECTION

• James says faith without works is dead — not weak, dead. Why do you think he chose
such a stark word? What’s the difference between a struggling faith and a dead one?
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• “Even the demons believe — and shudder.” What does it look like, practically, to hold
correct beliefs about God that make no difference to how you live? Where might that
describe you?

• Having studied both Romans and now James — has the apparent contradiction
actually bothered you? How would you now explain to a skeptical friend that they
don’t conflict?

• If someone examined your calendar and bank statement with no other information,
what would they conclude your faith actually produces?

• Abraham’s faith was “completed” by an act of costly obedience decades after he first
believed. What costly act might God be asking of you to bring your faith to maturity?

LIVING IT OUT

As a man: Men are especially prone to the demon’s faith — we can hold the doctrine, win
the argument, know the right answers, and change nothing. James strips away the comfort
of being theologically correct. Name one area where your belief and your behavior are
openly out of step. That gap, not your knowledge, is the real state of your faith right now.

As a father: Your children will believe what they see you do far more than what they hear
you say. If your professed faith and your actual life send different messages, they will absorb
the life and discard the words. Where is the gap between what you tell them to believe and
what you show them you believe? Which one are they actually inheriting?

As a son: Abraham and Rahab — a patriarch and a prostitute — are named together as
justified by faith in action. Whatever your past, whatever your standing, the door is the
same: real faith that acts. Is there a step of costly obedience you’ve been treating as optional
— a reconciliation, a confession, a surrender — that would prove your faith is alive rather
than merely stated?

Closing Thought

We’ve reached the summit of the letter and closed the circle from Romans: saved by faith alone,
but never by a faith that stays alone. Having established that real faith works, James now turns
to the single hardest place to prove it — not in grand acts of obedience, but in the small, daily,
treacherous matter of what comes out of our mouths. Next week: the tongue.
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Week 5 — The Untamed Tongue
James 3:1–12  ·  The Small Fire That Sets the Forest Ablaze

Orientation

No writer in Scripture is more searching about human speech than James, and this is his
masterpiece on the subject. He begins with a sober warning to teachers (v. 1), then argues that
mastery of the tongue is the mark of a mature man (v. 2). Three vivid images follow — the
horse’s bit, the ship’s rudder, and a spark that burns down a forest (vv. 3–6) — all making one
point: something very small steers or destroys something very large. He confronts the
maddening paradox that the same mouth blesses God and curses people made in God’s image
(vv. 9–12). Every man in the room has wounded someone with words and been wounded by
them. This chapter goes straight to a wound we all carry.

Significant Passages

3:1–2 — A warning to would-be teachers
“Not many of you should become teachers… for you know that we who teach will be judged with
greater strictness” (v. 1). James includes himself — “we.” Those who use words to instruct others
carry heavier accountability for their words. Then a sweeping claim: “we all stumble in many
ways,” and the man who does not stumble in what he says is “a perfect man, able also to bridle
his whole body” (v. 2). Speech is the truest index of maturity — master the tongue and you’ve
mastered the whole self.

3:3–6 — Small thing, large consequence
Three images, escalating. A bit in a horse’s mouth turns the whole animal (v. 3). A small
rudder steers a great ship driven by strong winds (v. 4). Both are positive — small controls
guiding great power for good. Then the tone darkens: the tongue is a fire, a spark that sets a
whole forest ablaze (vv. 5–6), “a world of unrighteousness… staining the whole body, setting on
fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell.” The progression is deliberate — the tongue
can guide like a rudder or destroy like a wildfire, and we choose which daily.

3:7–8 — The untamable
Humanity has tamed every kind of beast, bird, reptile, and sea creature — “but no human being
can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison” (vv. 7–8). This is a striking
admission: James does not offer a technique to master the tongue by willpower. The point is
that we cannot tame it ourselves — which drives us, as the rest of the letter does, to the wisdom
from above and the transforming grace of God. Self-help fails here; only a changed heart
changes the mouth.
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3:9–12 — The impossible contradiction
Here is the paradox that should trouble us most: “With it we bless our Lord and Father, and
with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God” (v. 9). From the same mouth come
blessing and cursing (v. 10) — and James says flatly, “These things ought not to be so.” Nature
knows better: a spring doesn’t pour both fresh and salt water, a fig tree doesn’t bear olives (vv.
11–12). The double-tongued life is against nature itself. To curse a person made in God’s image
is, in a sense, to curse God’s own portrait.

WORD STUDY

chalinagōgeō (“to bridle”) — v. 2 (also 1:26). To control with a bridle, as one governs a
horse. The mature man holds the reins on his own mouth; the same word tied the tongue to
true religion back in chapter 1.

pēdalion (“rudder”) — v. 4. A small blade that turns a great ship against strong winds.
James’s point: proportion. The smallest member of the body sets the direction of the whole
life.

phlogizousa / geenna (“setting ablaze” / “hell”) — v. 6. Geenna (Gehenna) was the
burning refuse valley outside Jerusalem, Jesus’ own image for hell. James says destructive
speech is kindled from that source — an unusually severe origin for what we dismiss as “just
words.”

akatastaton (“restless, unstable”) — v. 8. The same root as the “unstable” double-minded
man of 1:8 and the “disorder” of 3:16. The untamed tongue is of a piece with the divided
heart — both mark a life not yet whole.

FROM THE TRADITION

Wesley (home base). Wesley took the tongue with deadly seriousness. His General Rules
for the Methodist societies explicitly forbade “evil speaking” — gossip, slander, backbiting —
and members were held accountable for it in their small groups. He preached that
uncharitable talk about others, even when true, was a besetting sin of religious people and a
direct violation of James 3. For Wesley the bridled tongue was not optional politeness but
evidence of a heart being sanctified.

The wider tradition. The desert fathers of Orthodoxy prized guarding the tongue and
silence as central spiritual disciplines — the untamable member of James 3 is tamed only by
grace and long practice. The Reformed and Catholic traditions alike have drawn on this
passage in teaching on the ninth commandment (bearing false witness) and the grave sins
of the tongue: slander, gossip, and detraction. All agree with James’s startling verdict — that
consistent speech is the surest external sign of an internally consistent, mature faith.

CROSS-REFERENCES

• Proverbs 18:21 — death and life are in the power of the tongue.
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• Proverbs 15:1 — a soft answer turns away wrath; a harsh word stirs up anger.

• Matthew 12:34–37 — out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks; we’ll
give account for every careless word.

• Ephesians 4:29 — let no corrupting talk come out, only what builds up.

• Psalm 141:3 — “Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth.” A prayer for exactly what we
cannot do alone.

• Isaiah 6:5 — “I am a man of unclean lips”; the prophet’s first awareness before God.

FOR REFLECTION

• James says the man who controls his tongue is mature in every area. Do you find that
true — that your speech tracks your overall spiritual health? What does your speech
this past week say about that health?

• The tongue is “set on fire by hell” — strong language for what we often shrug off as
venting. Where have your words done damage you underestimated at the time?

• James says no one can tame the tongue. If willpower won’t do it, what will? How does
the rest of the letter — wisdom from above, drawing near to God — actually change
what comes out of our mouths?

• Blessing God and cursing people from the same mouth. Where is your speech two-
faced — pious in one setting, corrosive in another (the car, the group text, behind
someone’s back)?

LIVING IT OUT

As a man: Men often reserve their worst speech for where they feel safest — sarcasm,
contempt, the cutting remark that we’d never use with a boss but freely use with a wife or a
subordinate. Track your speech for a week. Where does the fire come out, and who gets
burned? Naming the pattern is the first step; only grace tames it, but you have to see it first.

As a father: Your words have unique power over your children — a bit in the mouth that
steers their sense of themselves for decades. Men remember their fathers’ words, blessing
and cursing, for life. What are the recurring things you say to your kids, and are they
kindling a fire or steering them well? Is there a word of blessing one of them needs to hear
from you and hasn’t?

As a son: Many men still carry a wound from something a father or authority figure said —
words that set a course. James says the tongue can set “the entire course of life” on fire, and
you may know that from the receiving end. Two questions: is there an old verbal wound you
need to bring to God for healing rather than nursing — and is there someone you’ve
wounded with words to whom you owe a repair?
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Closing Thought

James has exposed the tongue as untamable by human effort — which is not a counsel of despair
but a signpost. If we cannot fix our mouths by trying harder, we need something deeper: wisdom
that comes down from above, and a heart made new. That is exactly where he turns next,
contrasting two kinds of wisdom and tracing our quarrels back to their true source. Next week:
wisdom from above, and the war within.
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Week 6 — Wisdom From Above
James 3:13–4:12  ·  Two Wisdoms, the Source of Quarrels, and Drawing Near

Orientation

This is the theological heart of James’s practical vision. He contrasts two kinds of wisdom — one
“from above,” one “earthly, unspiritual, demonic” (3:13–18) — and then does something
penetrating: he traces the quarrels and conflicts among believers back to their true root, the war
of desires inside each person (4:1–3). He names the stakes starkly — “friendship with the world
is enmity with God” (4:4) — and then, at the lowest point of the letter, offers its most tender
promise: “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you” (4:8). The passage moves from
diagnosis to summons, from the war within to the way home. It is James at his most searching
and, finally, his most gracious.

Significant Passages

3:13–18 — Two kinds of wisdom
“Who is wise and understanding among you?” (v. 13). James answers not with a test of intellect
but of life: let him show it “by his good conduct” and “meekness of wisdom.” Then the contrast.
Earthly wisdom is marked by “bitter jealousy and selfish ambition” (v. 14); it is “earthly,
unspiritual, demonic,” and it breeds “disorder and every vile practice” (vv. 15–16). Wisdom from
above, by contrast, is “first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good
fruits, impartial and sincere” (v. 17). The test of true wisdom is not how clever it is but what kind
of community it produces — and a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace (v. 18).

4:1–3 — The root of our quarrels
“What causes quarrels and fights among you?” James asks, and answers with uncomfortable
directness: “Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you?” (v. 1). Our conflicts with
others are the outworking of an unresolved war inside ourselves. We desire and do not have, so
we quarrel (v. 2). And even our prayers fail “because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your
passions” (v. 3). The external battles — in the church, the marriage, the workplace — are
symptoms; the disease is disordered desire.

4:4–6 — Friendship with the world
James uses a jarring word: “You adulterous people!” (v. 4). To befriend the world’s value system
is spiritual infidelity — “whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of
God.” But then, just as the indictment peaks, grace enters: “He gives more grace” (v. 6). “God
opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” The door out of the war is not greater striving
but humility — and to the humble, grace flows without limit.
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4:7–12 — The great summons
Now a rapid series of ten commands, the turning point of the whole letter: “Submit yourselves
therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, and he will draw
near to you” (vv. 7–8). Cleanse your hands, purify your hearts, mourn, humble yourselves
“before the Lord, and he will exalt you” (vv. 8–10). The passage closes by returning to the tongue
— “Do not speak evil against one another” (v. 11) — because to judge a brother is to set yourself
up as lawgiver and judge, a role belonging to God alone (v. 12).

WORD STUDY

sophia anōthen (“wisdom from above”) — 3:15, 17. Anōthen means “from above” — the
same word Jesus uses in “born from above” (John 3). True wisdom is not achieved from
below by effort but received from above as a gift, the wisdom James told us in 1:5 to ask for.

hēdonai (“passions, pleasures”) — 4:1, 3. The root of “hedonism.” The cravings for
pleasure warring within us — James locates the source of communal conflict not in
circumstances or other people but in these internal combatants.

moichalides (“adulteresses”) — 4:4. A deliberately shocking term drawing on the Old
Testament picture of Israel as God’s unfaithful spouse. Worldliness is not a lifestyle
mismatch; it is covenant betrayal of the God who loves us.

tapeinoō (“to humble”) — 4:10. The hinge virtue of the passage. “Humble yourselves before
the Lord, and he will exalt you” inverts the world’s entire operating system — the way up is
down. The proud God opposes; the humble he lifts.

FROM THE TRADITION

Wesley (home base). “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you” (4:8) was central
to Wesley’s theology of grace and the spiritual disciplines he called the “means of grace.”
God moves toward us — but our drawing near, through prayer, Scripture, and self-
examination, is the God-appointed way we receive what he freely offers. This is Wesleyan
synergy at its clearest: grace initiates and enables, and we respond. Wesley also read “he
gives more grace” (4:6) as a favorite assurance — there is always more grace available than
there is sin to be overcome.

The wider tradition. The two wisdoms of 3:17 have long been read as a portrait of the
sanctified life — the Reformed tradition tracing the “fruits” to the Spirit’s work, the
Orthodox hearing in “pure, peaceable, gentle” the marks of a soul being healed of its
passions. On 4:6 — “God opposes the proud” — all traditions converge: pride is the root sin
from which the others grow, and humility the soil in which grace takes root. James here
quotes Proverbs 3:34, the same verse Peter cites (1 Peter 5:5), showing how deeply this ran
in the early church.

CROSS-REFERENCES
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• James 1:5 — if any lacks wisdom, let him ask God. The promise this passage cashes
in.

• Galatians 5:19–23 — the works of the flesh versus the fruit of the Spirit; a close
parallel to the two wisdoms.

• Proverbs 3:34 — God scorns the scornful but gives grace to the humble; the verse
James quotes in 4:6.

• 1 John 2:15–17 — do not love the world or the things in the world; the same call as
4:4.

• Matthew 4:1–11 — Jesus resists the devil, who then leaves him; the pattern behind
4:7.

• Isaiah 57:15 — God dwells with the contrite and lowly; the humble he exalts.

FOR REFLECTION

• Look at the marks of wisdom from above in 3:17 — pure, peaceable, gentle, open to
reason, merciful, impartial, sincere. Which one is most missing in you right now?
Which would the people closest to you say is missing?

• James says our conflicts with others come from a war inside us. Think of a current
conflict in your life. What desire of your own is actually driving it?

• “Friendship with the world is enmity with God.” Where have you made peace with a
value or pattern that quietly competes with God for your loyalty?

• “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.” Practically, what is one way you
could draw near this week that you’ve been neglecting? What usually stops you?

LIVING IT OUT

As a man: James makes an uncomfortable move: he says your external conflicts are fueled
by internal disordered desire. The next time you’re in a heated conflict this week, before you
assign blame outward, ask his question: what do I want here that I’m not getting? That
single question, honestly answered, disarms more fights than any debating skill.

As a father: The two wisdoms produce two kinds of homes. “Selfish ambition” breeds
“disorder,” while wisdom from above is “peaceable, gentle, open to reason.” Which wisdom
currently governs the atmosphere of your household — and since the father sets much of
that tone, what would change if you brought ‘gentle and open to reason’ to the next
disagreement with your child instead of pulling rank?

As a son: “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.” Pride often runs
deepest in relation to our own fathers and family — the grudge we won’t release, the apology
we won’t offer, the need to be proven right. Where is pride keeping you from drawing near
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— to God, or to a family member? What would humbling yourself first, without waiting for
them, actually look like?

Closing Thought

James has brought us to the turning point — from the war within to the summons home, from
pride to the grace God gives the humble. Having called us to submit and draw near, he now
confronts two specific forms of proud independence: the presumption of the man who plans his
future as if God were irrelevant, and the arrogance of the rich who exploit others. Next week:
presumption and the perils of wealth.
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Week 7 — If the Lord Wills
James 4:13–5:11  ·  Presumption, Wealth, and Patient Endurance

Orientation

James turns to two faces of the same sin — living as though we, not God, are in control. First he
confronts the presumptuous planner (4:13–17), the businessman who maps out next year’s
profits without a thought for God or the fragility of life. Then he unleashes the fiercest passage in
the letter against the oppressive rich (5:1–6), whose hoarded wealth and unpaid workers cry
out to God. Finally he turns to comfort the very people the rich exploit, calling them to patient
endurance until the Lord’s coming (5:7–11). Wealth, control, and the illusion of security are
subjects most men wrestle with privately. James drags them into the light.

Significant Passages

4:13–17 — The presumptuous planner
“Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a
year there and trade and make a profit’” (v. 13). The problem isn’t planning — it’s planning as if
God and mortality don’t exist. “You do not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life?
For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes” (v. 14). The corrective is not
paralysis but posture: “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that” (v. 15). James closes
with a piercing definition: “Whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is
sin” (v. 17) — the sin of omission, of the good left undone.

5:1–3 — The corroded treasure
“Come now, you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you” (v. 1). James
adopts the voice of an Old Testament prophet. Their riches have rotted, their garments are
moth-eaten, their gold and silver have corroded — “and their corrosion will be evidence against
you and will eat your flesh like fire” (vv. 2–3). The very wealth they trusted becomes the witness
for their prosecution. “You have laid up treasure in the last days” — hoarding at the worst
possible moment, on the eve of judgment.

5:4–6 — The wages that cry out
The specific charge: “The wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by
fraud, are crying out… the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord” (v. 4). To
withhold a worker’s pay was a grave sin under the Law, and God hears the cry. Meanwhile the
rich “have lived on the earth in luxury and self-indulgence” and “condemned and murdered the
righteous person” (vv. 5–6). This is not a critique of wealth as such but of wealth gained by
exploitation and spent on self.
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5:7–11 — Be patient until the coming
The tone softens as James turns to the oppressed. “Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the
coming of the Lord” (v. 7). Like a farmer waiting for the crop, they must wait with steadfast
hearts, not grumbling against one another (vv. 8–9). He offers two models: the prophets who
spoke in the Lord’s name and suffered, and Job, whose steadfastness revealed “the purpose of
the Lord” — “that the Lord is compassionate and merciful” (vv. 10–11). The endurance James
commended in chapter 1 returns here as the answer to injustice: God will set it right.

WORD STUDY

atmis (“mist, vapor”) — 4:14. A puff of breath on a cold morning, steam that vanishes.
James’s image for the human lifespan — not to depress us but to cure the illusion of control
that fuels presumption.

ean ho kyrios thelēsē (“if the Lord wills”) — 4:15. Not a superstitious phrase to tack onto
sentences, but a whole posture of holding our plans open-handed before God, who alone
knows and governs tomorrow.

hamartia (“sin”) — 4:17, here specifically the sin of omission. James defines sin not only as
doing wrong but as knowing the good and leaving it undone — a definition that convicts
respectable men who avoid obvious vices while neglecting obvious duties.

makrothymia (“patience, longsuffering”) — 5:7–10. Literally “long-tempered” — the
endurance that waits without retaliating. The farmer’s virtue: he cannot force the harvest,
only wait for it in trust while doing his part.

FROM THE TRADITION

Wesley (home base). Wesley’s teaching on money is famously summarized in his own
maxim: “Gain all you can, save all you can, give all you can.” He did not condemn wealth
itself — he condemned hoarding it and spending it on luxury while others went without,
which is precisely James 5’s charge. Wesley warned that riches were spiritually dangerous
above almost anything else, and he modeled the alternative: as his income grew enormous
from his writings, he capped his own spending and gave away the rest, dying nearly
penniless by design. On 4:17 he pressed the sin of omission hard — for Wesley, the good you
could do and don’t is real guilt, not neutral ground.

The wider tradition. James 5:1–6 stands in the long prophetic and patristic tradition
against the exploitation of workers — the church fathers spoke bluntly that the hoarded
wealth of the rich belongs, in justice, to the poor. Catholic social teaching draws directly on
this passage regarding the “living wage” and the cry of defrauded labor. Across traditions,
4:15’s “if the Lord wills” is upheld as the proper Christian posture toward the future —
confident planning held loosely in providence’s hands.

CROSS-REFERENCES
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• Luke 12:16–21 — the rich fool who built bigger barns and died that night; the exact
presumption of 4:13–14.

• Proverbs 27:1 — do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may
bring.

• Deuteronomy 24:14–15 — pay the hired worker his wages the same day; the law
behind 5:4.

• Leviticus 19:13 — do not hold back a laborer’s wages overnight.

• Job 1:21; 42:10–17 — the steadfastness and the merciful outcome James points to
in 5:11.

• Matthew 6:19–21 — do not lay up treasure on earth where moth and rust destroy;
behind 5:2–3.

FOR REFLECTION

• James doesn’t condemn planning — he condemns planning as if God and death
weren’t real. Do your plans have ‘if the Lord wills’ genuinely built into them, or is that
just a phrase? Where are you counting on a tomorrow you can’t guarantee?

• “Life is a mist.” If you took the brevity of life seriously this week, what would you start
— or stop — doing?

• Sin is “knowing the right thing to do and failing to do it.” What good do you currently
know you should do and keep leaving undone? Why?

• James is fierce about wealth spent on self while workers go unpaid. Without guilt-
tripping, how does your use of money hold up against his concern? What would he
commend, and what would he challenge?

LIVING IT OUT

As a man: Men build identity on plans, provision, and control — the very things James
calls a mist. This isn’t a call to stop planning but to hold plans open-handed. Where have
you been living as the sovereign of your own life? Practice, this week, actually submitting
one specific plan to God — ‘if you will’ — and meaning it, ready for him to redirect it.

As a father: Your children learn their theology of money and control from watching you
handle both. Do they see a man frantically securing the future on his own terms, or one who
works hard and trusts God with the outcome? And on the sin of omission — is there good
you know you should do for them (time, blessing, presence, an apology) that you keep
deferring to a tomorrow that isn’t promised?

As a son: James holds up Job — a man who lost everything yet found the Lord
“compassionate and merciful.” Many men carry losses that tempt them to bitterness: a
business that failed, a parent who wronged them, years that felt wasted. Patient endurance
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isn’t passive resignation; it’s trusting that God will set things right in the end. Where do you
need to trade bitterness for that kind of waiting?

Closing Thought

James has stripped away the illusion of control and called the oppressed to patient endurance.
As he brings the letter to a close, he gathers his people around the practices that sustain that
endurance day by day — honest speech, prayer in every season, confession, and the loving
pursuit of the one who wanders. The letter that began with trials ends with the community’s
answer to them. Next week, our final session: prayer and restoration.
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Week 8 — The Prayer of Faith
James 5:12–20  ·  Prayer, Confession, and Restoring the Wanderer

Orientation

James ends not with a grand summary but with the ordinary practices that hold a community
together through everything the letter has described. After a brief word on plain honest speech
(v. 12), he turns to prayer for every season — suffering, cheer, and sickness (vv. 13–15) —
then to confession and mutual prayer (v. 16), the example of Elijah (vv. 17–18), and finally
a quiet but weighty charge: to go after the brother who wanders and bring him back (vv. 19–20).
It is a fitting close for a letter obsessed with faith that acts — the last act it commends is one
believer refusing to let another drift away. As our final session, this is also the place to look back
across the whole book.

Significant Passages

5:12 — Let your yes be yes
“Above all… do not swear… but let your ‘yes’ be yes and your ‘no’ be no, that you may not fall
under condemnation” (v. 12). Echoing Jesus almost word for word (Matthew 5:37), James calls
for such integrity of speech that oaths become unnecessary. A person of true faith is so reliable
that their bare word is enough — a fitting final note on the tongue after chapter 3.

5:13–15 — Prayer in every season
James gives prayer for all of life: “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone
cheerful? Let him sing praise” (v. 13). Then the sick are to call the elders, who pray over them
and anoint them with oil, and “the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will
raise him up” (vv. 14–15). Sin, where present, is forgiven. This passage has generated much
discussion — on healing, elders, and anointing — but its plain thrust is that the believing
community brings its whole life, including its sickness, to God in prayer.

5:16 — Confess and pray for one another
“Confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer
of a righteous person has great power as it is working” (v. 16). Here is the communal heart of the
letter’s close: healing — spiritual and often more — flows through honest confession and mutual
intercession. This is not confession to a distant authority but to one another, brother to brother.
For a men’s group, few verses are more directly relevant.

5:17–18 — A man like us
James grounds the promise in a person: “Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he
prayed fervently that it might not rain… and it did not rain” for three and a half years (v. 17). The
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point is deliberately leveling — Elijah was not a superhuman; he was “like us.” The same God
hears our prayers. Fervent, ordinary prayer moves the hand of God.

5:19–20 — Bringing back the wanderer
The letter ends abruptly, without a formal farewell, on a charge: “If anyone among you wanders
from the truth and someone brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a sinner
from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins” (vv. 19–20).
This is the final ‘work’ of faith — the costly, humble pursuit of a straying brother. James has
spent five chapters insisting faith must act; his closing image of that action is not heroic but
pastoral: one believer going after another who is slipping away.

WORD STUDY

euchē tēs pisteōs (“prayer of faith”) — v. 15. The prayer offered in trust. Note it is the
prayer’s faith, not the sick person’s, that James highlights — the community’s believing
intercession on another’s behalf.

exomologeisthe (“confess”) — v. 16. To acknowledge openly, agree fully. Confession to
“one another” — mutual, horizontal, among brothers — not merely private admission to
God. This openness is itself part of the healing.

energoumenē (“working, at work”) — v. 16. The root of “energy.” The righteous person’s
prayer is powerful precisely because it is energēs — actively at work. Even here at the end,
James is talking about faith that works.

epistrepsē (“to turn back, bring back”) — vv. 19–20. To turn someone around from a
wrong path. The same word used for conversion — to restore a wanderer is, in effect, to
participate in their rescue.

FROM THE TRADITION

Wesley (home base). James 5:16 — “confess your sins to one another” — was structurally
central to Methodism. Wesley built the movement on small “class meetings” and “bands”
where members confessed their sins and struggles to one another weekly and prayed
together, exactly the mutual confession and intercession this verse commends. He believed
spiritual growth was impossible in isolation. And 5:19–20 — bringing back the wanderer —
captured his conviction that every believer bears responsibility for the others; no one was to
be quietly allowed to drift away.

On anointing and healing (vv. 14–15). Here the traditions differ. The Roman
Catholic Church draws on this text for the sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick. The
Orthodox Church likewise has the sacrament of Holy Unction rooted here. Reformed
and most evangelical readers understand the anointing as a pastoral practice rather than a
sacrament, while affirming the call to pray earnestly for the sick and to trust God for
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healing. All hold together James’s central claim: God hears the believing prayer of his
people.

CROSS-REFERENCES

• Matthew 5:33–37 — Jesus on oaths; “let your yes be yes.” James 5:12 is nearly a
direct echo.

• 1 Kings 17–18 — Elijah and the drought and rain; the example in 5:17–18.

• 1 John 5:14–15 — confidence that God hears us when we ask according to his will.

• Galatians 6:1–2 — restore the one caught in sin, gently; bear one another’s burdens.
The spirit of 5:19–20.

• Proverbs 10:12 — love covers all offenses; behind “cover a multitude of sins.”

• Luke 15:3–7 — the shepherd who goes after the one lost sheep; the heart of the
closing charge.

FOR REFLECTION

• James prescribes prayer for every season — suffering, joy, sickness. Which season are
you in, and are you actually praying in it, or waiting until things change?

• “Confess your sins to one another.” Do you have even one man to whom you tell the
truth about your struggles? If not, what has kept you from it — and what would it take
to change that?

• Elijah was “a man with a nature like ours.” Do you pray as though your ordinary
prayers actually move anything? Why or why not?

• Is there someone who has ‘wandered from the truth’ whom God might be asking you
to go after — not to lecture, but to pursue in love? What’s the first step?

LIVING IT OUT

As a man: Verse 16 may be the most counter-cultural verse in the letter for men, who are
trained to project competence and hide struggle. James says healing comes through
confession to one another. This study is ending — but the need for a few men who tell each
other the truth doesn’t. Before the group disbands or moves on, consider: could this be the
circle where you finally stop performing? Who here could be that for you?

As a father: Your children need to see that strong men pray and admit fault — that
confession and dependence on God are not weakness. When did they last see you pray about
something that mattered, or hear you admit you were wrong and needed grace? Modeling
the ‘prayer of faith’ and honest confession may be among the most important things you
hand down.
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As a son: The letter ends with going after the wanderer. Many men have a father, brother,
or old friend who has drifted — from faith, or simply from relationship. James says the
pursuit is worth it: it can “save a soul from death.” Is there someone God is putting on your
heart to reach out to before this study fades? Don’t wait for the perfect words. Just go.

Looking Back Across James

As we close, it’s worth stepping back. James began with trials and ends with prayer; in between
he has refused, at every turn, to let us separate what we believe from how we live. Consider
spending your final time together on these:

1. Which passage in James convicted you most? Where did it land?

2. James’s whole argument is that faith proves itself in action. Name one concrete way your
life has actually changed over these eight weeks — not what you learned, but what you did.

3. Having studied Romans and then James back to back — how do you now hold grace and
works together? What would you say to someone who thinks they conflict?

4. James 5:16 calls for men who confess and pray together. What do you want to carry
forward from this group — and how will you keep it from simply ending here?

“Whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will
cover a multitude of sins.” — James 5:20
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