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The Book of James – Thriving Through Trials 
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1) AUTHOR: “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.” Which James are we talking about? 
a) …son of Zebedee. Called to be a follower of Jesus early in the ministry (Mark 1:19), James, along with 

his brother John and Peter, became one of the apostles closest to Jesus (Mark 5:37; 9:2; 10:35; 14:33). 
b) …son of Alphaeus. Also one of the twelve, he is mentioned only in the lists of the apostles and 

(possibly) in Mark 15:40 as ‘James the younger’ or ‘lesser’ (Matthew 27:56). 
c) …father of Judas. This Judas, different from Judas Iscariot (John 14:22), is identified as one of the 

twelve in Luke 6:16 (and see Acts 1:13) and is probably identified with Thaddaeus in Matthew 10:3 and 
Mark 3:18. 

d) …the “Lord’s brother.” (Galatians 1:19). Jesus’ brothers did not believe in him during his earthly 
ministry (John 7:5; Mark 6:3), but James quickly attained a prominent position in the Jerusalem church 
(Acts 12:27; 15:13; 21:18; Galatians 2:9). To date, the evidence supports this traditional view: James, 
brother of Jesus, the recognized leader of the church in Jerusalem and author of this book. 
i) James knew Jesus in family intimacy as a brother. 
ii) James saw Jesus as his Master, as the divinely anointed and appointed Messiah, and as God himself. 

2:1 – “our glorious Lord Jesus Christ.” 
iii) The identity of Jesus made James self-consciously the “servant” of his own brother. (1:1) 
iv) Application: believing that Jesus is “our glorious Lord” compels us to live with the strong moral 

purity and commitment that James describes throughout the letter. We share his beliefs about Christ. 
v) The book’s intense ethical focus is founded on James’ high view of Christ rather than his reverence 

for Old Testament Law. According to James, obedience is worshipful not legalistic. 
vi) James does not quote Jesus out of obligation. James is familiar with and devoted to the Lord’s 

teachings. Many commentaries align quotes from James with quotes from the Sermon on the Mount. 

2) AUDIENCE: A generic audience of Jewish Christians (12 Tribes of Israel, verse 1:1); generic in the sense 
that James is not written to a specific church like most of Paul’s letters. These are dispersed or scattered 
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Jews (Diaspora). Scholars debate which scattering (Babylonian, Assyrian, Roman) and to what degree. 
What matters to us is that they have a Jewish background, not Gentile, and they are now followers of Jesus 
the Messiah. 

3) NATURE-GENRE-TONE: 
a) James is a letter; also known as an epistle. James is a book of direct plain teaching; also known as 

didactic. The book of James is not a narrative like the Gospels and Acts, with characters and a plot. 
b) There are 80 commanding verbs (imperatives) out of the 108 verses. This book has more imperatives 

than any other New Testament book! These fun facts speak more to style and tone rather than theology 
or meaning. 

c) Jewish culture used aggressive, in-your-face communication. James demonstrates this ethnic style – a 
Jew writing to Jews with a very Jewish tone. The statement “faith without works is dead” has more to do 
with tone than theology or legalism. James is confrontational and pushes towards right living. 

d) Jewish people were practical doers. Contrast them with Greeks, for example, who were philosophers and 
thinkers. Paul spoke to the philosophical mind of Corinth and Colosse, whereas James was giving 
practical exhortation. 

e) The topics in the book of James shift a lot, which some commentators see as loose editing. However, 
this style probably speaks more to the author’s simple bluntness in making direct applications. (Do this! 
Do that!) James is not one to beat around the bush; he gets right to his point. That’s why we, practical 
Americans, like this book so much. Many Christians claim that James is their favorite book of the Bible, 
likely because it’s so clear and applicable. 

f) Notice the universal illustrations and their timeless, trans-cultural appeal: the billowing sea, the withered 
flower, the brush fire, etc. Anyone can relate to the book of James. 

4) SOME MAIN IDEAS IN JAMES 
a) Faith in Christ is the starting point toward the goal of becoming “mature and complete” (1:3-4). 
b) Genuine Christian faith must become evident in works. James firmly opposes the tendency all too 

common among Christians to relax and be content with a half-hearted, compromising faith that seeks to 
have the best of both this world and the next. 

c) Double-mindedness is the basic sin for James. (1:8; 4:8) He insists that Christians repent of it and get 
back on the road to the whole and perfect character that God desires. 

d) James practically celebrates adversity, which is foreign to our culture. We have become obsessed with 
eliminating every inconvenience, discomfort and trial. James sets us up to thrive when troubles come. 

e) When faced with legalism (the attempt to base salvation on human works), Paul’s words need to be 
embraced. (Ephesians 2:8-10) When faced with quietism (the attitude that dismisses works as 
unnecessary for Christians) the words of James need to be embraced with equal power. (2:18) 

f) James goes far beyond merely sympathizing with his readers’ hardships. James wants to strengthen them 
for moral and spiritual victory when trials come their way. 

g) The progression of thought in James: Faith is the starting point for being a Christian. Deeds and 
obedience are a response to such a faith. Maturity in Christ is our ultimate goal. 


