FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
James: Lesson 1

James 1:1-12
James is one of the most popular books in the New Testament.  A short book, it is chock full of very practical advice for Christian living.  However, if we are completely honest, it is easier to read James than to actually live it out!  (How did you do with controlling your tongue this past week?)  Some have gone so far as to question whether or not James really teaches the gospel of grace—or is he all about an austere legalism? (As a fun exercise—read through the book of James and note the passages that speak of God’s grace!)

This letter is dated somewhere between 45 and 60 A.D. making it one of the earliest books of the New Testament. Its author only identifies himself as a bond-servant of God and the Lord Jesus, leaving his identity somewhat uncertain.  There are three men named James that might reasonably be the author of this book.

· James the brother of John.  Martyred early in church history (Acts 12:1-2), it is unlikely he had time to write this letter.  It reflects a maturity of Christian thought that seems to go beyond a few short years after the ascension of Jesus.
· James the son of Alphaeus—mentioned in all lists of the 12 disciples and often referred to as “James the Less”—meaning younger, smaller or of less significance.  Virtually nothing is known about this man other than a few references where all the disciples are listed.  So if he had written this book surely more would have been annotated about him in church records.

· James the brother of Jesus.  Also called “James the Just” because of his careful attendance to living out the gospel in righteous ways.  We know that he was an acknowledged leader of the early church (see Acts 15:13-21).  It makes the most sense that this natural brother of Jesus, who likely did not accept Jesus as God’s Messiah while He was on earth (imagine having Jesus has your older brother! “Why can’t you be more like Jesus?”) but who was transformed by the power of His resurrected life and meditated deeply about what difference this should make in our day-to-day lives!

How does James identify himself in the opening verses of this book?  What can we learn from this?  Who is intended audience? (Hint:  commentaries wonder if he is addressing Jews in exile, Christian Jews who have been dispersed from the Holy Land to all parts of the Roman empire or the church in general.)

How does James see the place that trials or testing (the word is the same) in our lives?  Compare Peter’s perspective on this in 1 Peter 1:6-9. 

What does it mean to “consider it all joy” when we encounter trials—like accidents, a diagnosis of cancer, betrayal of those closest to us, or loss of a love one? How do we, in practical terms, deal with these kinds of problems in our lives?  How do we apply these verses to those who are suffering today? (As one commentary puts it: we rejoice in our suffering not because of it!)
What is the end goal of trials, tests and temptations in our lives?  Note we are told there are various types of trials.  What does that mean to you?  What is the end product of these in our lives?
Can you think of other things that endurance produces in our lives? (Think of some secular applications of this principle!)  How can we transpose this understanding to the spiritual aspect of suffering in in our lives?  See also Romans 5:3-5.

Obviously embracing trials, temptations and test as “joy” requires a special perspective!  It requires wisdom and perception that comes from God, not from man.  How do we obtain this wisdom?  What gets in our way? 

What word picture does James use to portray the kind of thinking we need to adopt? (See vv 6-8)  What can we do if we are struggling with this kind of doubt?

The ancient world (Jews included) tended to think that righteous people got blessed and the downtrodden deserved what they got.  How did Jesus confront this thinking?  (See Matthew 5:1-12.)  How is this kind of “false teaching” alive and well in the church today?

How does James portray the “peril of the wealthy”?  See also Proverbs 30:8-9.  How is this an important word for people today, especially to those in the church?
