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4 Joy of Living Bible Studies

How to Use Joy of Living Materials 

This unique Bible study series may be used by people who know nothing about the Bible, as well as by more knowledgeable Christians. Each 
person is nurtured and discipled in God’s Word, and many develop a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as they study.

Joy of Living is based on the idea that each person needs to open the Bible and let God speak to them by His Holy Spirit, applying the Scrip-
ture’s message to their needs and opportunities, their family, church, job, community, and the world at large.

Only a Bible is needed for this study series. While commentaries may be helpful, it is not recommended that people consult them as they work 
through the daily study questions. It is most important to allow the Holy Spirit to lead them through the Bible passage and apply it to their hearts 
and lives. If desired, additional commentaries may be consulted after answering the questions on a particular passage.

The first lesson of a series includes an introduction to the study, plus the first week’s daily study questions. Some questions are simple, 
and some are deeper for those who are more advanced.1 The individual works through the Bible passages each day, praying and asking God’s 
guidance in applying the truth to their own life. (The next lesson will contain the commentary on the Bible passage being covered in the study 
questions.)

To Use in a Group Setting: 
After the daily personal study of the passage has been completed, the class gathers in a small group, where they pray together and discuss 

what they have written in response to the questions about the passage, clarifying problem areas and getting more insight into the passage. The 
small group/discussion leader helps the group focus on biblical truth, and not just on personal problems. The student is the only person who sees 
their own answers and shares only what they feel comfortable sharing.

After small groups meet for discussion and prayer, they often gather in a large group meeting where a teacher gives a brief lecture covering 
the essential teaching of the Bible passage that was studied during the prior week and discussed in the small groups. The teacher may clarify the 
passage and challenge class members to live a more committed daily life.

At home, the student begins the next lesson, which contains commentary notes on the prior week’s passage and questions on a new Scrip-
ture passage.

1. Challenge questions are optional for those who want to dig deeper or write their personal opinion. The Personal questions are between the individual doing the 
study and God. Those answers may be shared in class only if the individual would like to.

Do You KNOW You Have Eternal Life?

Your condition…
For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. (Romans 3:23)
But your iniquities (sins) have separated you from your God. (Isaiah 59:2)
For the wages of sin is death. (Romans 6:23)

There is help…
For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. (1 Peter 3:18)
The gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 6:23)

What do I do?…
Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out. (Acts 3:19)
Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved. (Acts 16:31)

You CAN know…
He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in the name 
of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. (1 John 5:12-13)

If you would like to make the decision today to repent and trust Christ as your Savior, either for the first time or as a re-commitment of 
your life, you may want to pray a prayer similar to this one:

Lord Jesus, I admit that I am a sinner. Please forgive my sins. Thank You for dying on the cross for me, and for coming alive again. I ac-
cept Your gifts of forgiveness and eternal life. I place my life in Your hands. I want to be Yours forever. Thank you for loving me so much. 
In Your Name I pray. Amen.
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James
Lesson 1

Introduction to James

The book of James was a letter written to Jewish Christians who 
were “scattered among the nations” (James 1:1). These may have 
been believers from the early Jerusalem church who, after Stephen’s 
death, were scattered as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Syrian Antioch1 
(see Acts 2:5-12; 8:1; 11:19). James’ teaching about trials and oppres-
sion would be a great encouragement to these believers who were in 
the midst of such experiences.

James is believed to be one of the earliest New Testament books, 
written within 20 to 30 years after the death of Christ. The fact that it 
was written specifically to Jewish believers suggests that it was written 
when most of the church was Jewish, before the gospel had spread 
widely among the Gentiles.

The Author of James

The author identifies himself as “James.” There are four men 
named “James” mentioned in the New Testament:

 ɶ James, one of several brothers of Jesus (see Matthew 13:55)

 ɶ James son of Zebedee, one of the apostles (see Matthew 
10:2)

 ɶ James son of Alphaeus, another apostle (see Matthew 10:3)

 ɶ James “the younger” (Mark 15:40)

James son of Alphaeus and James the younger did not have the stat-
ure or the influence that the writer of this letter had, and therefore nei-
ther was likely to have been the author. 2

James son of Zebedee, along with his brother John and friend 
Peter, were the three apostles who were closest to Jesus (see, for ex-
ample, Mark 9:2, where Jesus chose only these three men to witness 
His transfiguration). These three apostles were later called “pillars” of 
the church in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:9). So James son of Zebedee did 
have stature and influence, but he was martyred too early (a.d. 44) to 
have written the book of James.3

1.  Frank E. Gaebelein, editor. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Grand Rap-
ids: Zondervan, 1990). See “Introduction: Destination.”

2.  Kenneth Barker, editor. The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1985).See Introduction to James: Author.

3.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary. See “Introduction: Authorship.”

The author, therefore, was probably James the brother of Jesus. 
At first James and his brothers did not believe in Jesus, and even chal-
lenged Him and misunderstood His mission (see John 7:2-5). But, 
1 Corinthians 15:7 says, after Jesus’ resurrection He “appeared to 
James, then to all the apostles.” James and his brothers believed (see 
Acts 1:14), and James eventually became prominent in the Jerusalem 
church (see Acts 15:13; 21:18; Galatians 1:18-19). Even though James 
was no longer physically present with the scattered Jewish believ-
ers, he wrote to them as their pastor, urging them to make necessary 
changes in their lives and in their relationships to one another.

The Marks of True Faith

The book of James was written to convict and correct Christians 
whose lives were showing no evidence of their faith. Christ was not 
Lord of their lives. They said they believed, but since their faith did not 
result in action, it was a false faith. They claimed to serve Christ, but 
their lifestyles were self-centered.

James points out very clearly the marks of faith—the identifying 
characteristics given to those who come to Christ asking Him for for-
giveness of sin. We will study about these attributes, which God alone 
can give to us. Here are a few of those marks of faith that are available 
to every Christian:

 ɶ Having joy and patience in the midst of trials

 ɶ Enduring temptations victoriously

 ɶ Guarding what we say in all situations

 ɶ Giving our time and resources generously

 ɶ Always searching for truth from God

 ɶ Doing good works empowered by the Holy Spirit.

True Faith Really Works!

The main purpose of the book of James is to affirm that genuine 
faith will result in good works—not in order to achieve salvation, but as 
evidence of a saving faith. When discussing good works, and the im-
portance of living in obedience to Christ, it is vital to note that this is not 
the same as salvation by works. As we read in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it 
is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from your-
selves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.”

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.
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6 Joy of Living Bible Studies

It is God’s grace through the Holy Spirit that provides the strength 
for any work He may call you to do as a believer in Jesus Christ. As 
God declared in Zechariah 4:6, the work He called His people to ac-
complish would come about, “Not by might nor by power, but by my 
Spirit.”

After affirming that we are saved by grace through faith, not by 
works, it is also important to note that we are saved to work. The very 
next verse after the great passage on salvation by grace says, “For 
we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, 
which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10).

Why not insert your name into these verses to declare or reaffirm 
your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, as well as your willingness to allow 
God to work through you? Perhaps this would also be a good time to 
pray and commit yourself and your day to God, asking Him to show 
you the good works He has prepared for you in advance for this day. 
Let God know you are available to Him today!

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.
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7James Lesson 1

Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Introduction to James.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Introduction to James or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you 
choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read James 1:1-12, concentrating on verse 1.

1. How does James describe himself in James 1:1a?

2. Challenge: The Greek word translated “servant” means both a “slave,” who completely belongs to the owner and has no freedom to leave; 
and a “servant,” who willingly chooses to serve the master.1 The servant gives absolute obedience, total surrender and complete loyalty to the 
master. How does this definition of “servant” help you understand a Christian’s relationship to God? It may help to use a dictionary to define 
the words obey, surrender and loyal. 

3. Personal: If you are a Christian, do you regard yourself as this type of servant/slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ? How might this 
knowledge change your attitude and actions?

4. a. To whom does James address his letter? (James 1:1b)

b. Read Exodus 24:4. Who are the “twelve tribes”?

5. James 1:1 indicates that James is writing to Jews, descendants of the twelve tribes of Israel. Look ahead to James 2:1. What class or type of 
Jews make up his intended audience?

1.  The NIV Study Bible. See notes on James 1:1 and Romans 1:1.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.
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6. a. Read Acts 8:1 and 11:19. How did these Jewish Christians come to be scattered away from Jerusalem?

b. The book of James was unanimously accepted into the canon of Holy Scripture by the Council of Carthage in 397 a.d., at a time when the 
Christian church was no longer primarily Jewish. Although James wrote specifically to Jewish Christians in this letter, his teaching is ap-
plicable to every Christian, no matter their race, ethnicity or the time in which they live. How do Romans 10:12 and Galatians 3:28 confirm 
this?

Third Day: Review James 1:1-12, concentrating on verses 2-4.

1. How are we to regard trials and difficulties according to James 1:2?

2. a. What does facing trials develop in a believer? (James 1:3)

b. Challenge: Look up the word perseverance in a dictionary.

3. What is the final result when our faith perseveres through trials? (James 1:4)

4. a. Read Romans 8:17-18. Why does Paul say we can rejoice even in our sufferings?

b. Read Romans 8:35-39. Who is with us through all trials, making sure that we overcome them victoriously?

5. Personal: What trials have you faced, or are you currently facing? Realizing that Jesus is with you through it all, are you able to thank Him for 
these experiences? Have you seen your spiritual maturity develop through perseverance?

Fourth Day: Review James 1:1-12, concentrating on verses 5-8. 

1. What help does God offer to anyone who is facing trials? (James 1:5a)

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.
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9James Lesson 1

2. The “wisdom” James speaks of means understanding the nature and purpose of trials and knowing how to meet them victoriously.1 How will 
God respond when we ask for wisdom? (James 1:5b)

3. God is always willing to give wisdom to His people, but what barrier may exist within a person that prevents them from receiving God’s wis-
dom? (James 1:6-8)

4. a. Read Mark 9:17-27. What did the boy’s father say to Jesus in verse 24?

b. Unlike the “double-minded man” that James speaks of, who fluctuated between belief and unbelief, this man desired to believe and said 
he believed. Yet, recognizing his inadequate faith, he asked Jesus’ help in believing. How did Jesus respond to the man’s faith? (Mark 
9:25-27)

5. Personal: Do you sometimes have trouble believing that God will use the trials in your life to produce spiritual maturity in you, or that He will 
help you meet and withstand the trials? Ask Him to strengthen your belief in Him so that you will not doubt, and so that you can receive His 
wisdom and help.

Fifth Day: Review James 1:1-12, concentrating on verses 9-11.

1. Although James seems to introduce an entirely new subject in James 1:9, the reference to persevering under trial in verse 12 shows that he 
is still addressing the same general subject of trials all the way through this passage.2 In James 1:9, how does enduring trials for Christ’s sake 
change the true position of a believer who is poor?

2. Challenge: Read Acts 5:27-41. How did the apostles regard the worth of suffering for Jesus, according to verse 41?

3. How does the experience of suffering for Christ’s sake humble the rich believer, showing that their true position is no higher than that of the 
believer who is poor? (James 1:10-11)

4. a. Read Isaiah 40:6-8, which James echoed in James 1:10-11. How permanent are the lives and affairs of all people, no matter whether they 
are rich or poor?

1. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary
2.  Ibid.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.
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b. What is the only thing that is permanent? (Isaiah 40:8b)

5. Read Ephesians 2:4-7. What permanent position has God given to every believer in Christ?

6. Personal: How do you view your position in life? Do you define it, as the world does, by your circumstances—financial assets, social position, 
etc.? Or do you define it by what God has done for you in Christ?

Sixth Day: Review James 1:1-12, concentrating on verse 12.

1. a. In James 1:12a, what does James call the status or condition of the person who perseveres under trial for Christ’s sake?

b. How does this echo Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:3-11?

2. The Greek word translated “stood the test” in James 1:12 was used to describe the testing of precious metals and coins to see if they were 
genuine.1 How does 1 Peter 1:6-7 describe this process in our spiritual lives?

3. a. What will the believer who perseveres under trial receive? (James 1:12b)

b. Who has been promised this crown? (James 1:12c)

c. The Greek word for crown in James 1:12 is stephanos, which refers to a garland or chaplet worn by a victorious athlete. Believers have 
been given the gift of eternal life, but the “crown of life” referred to in James 1:12 is a reward to the believer who is victorious in his struggle 
against trials. From 1 John 5:4-5, who is victorious?

4. Personal: Do you believe that Jesus is the Son of God? Do you love Him? Every believer is secure in Him. Whatever trials, whatever tests 
come your way, God will see you through and work it for your good. Read Jesus’ words in John 10:27-30. How does this comfort you?

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.
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James
Lesson 2

A Call to Serve—James 1:1
James introduces himself as “a servant of God and of the Lord 

Jesus Christ” (James 1:1). The Greek word here translated “servant” 
means both a “slave,” who completely belongs to the owner and has 
no freedom to leave, and a “servant,” who willingly chooses to serve 
the master.1 Like James, we are to consider ourselves as belonging to 
Christ, living willingly in absolute obedience, surrender and loyalty.

Unfortunately, many of us who call ourselves Christians want 
Christ to be king of our lives in name only—such as the kings and 
queens of modern-day European countries. We want Him to be our 
figurehead leader, to bless us and to meet our needs. Too few of us 
acknowledge Christ as the true King—the one with the actual right and 
power to govern our lives.

If we truly submit to serving Jesus as His servant or slave, we will 
have the wonderful privilege of standing with the great names of his-
tory who have dared to be called the servants of God—people like the 
Old Testament prophets and New Testament apostles, many of whom 
served to the point of death. The Christian who surrenders to the Lord 
Jesus Christ stands shoulder to shoulder with people such as Abra-
ham, Moses, Esther, and Isaiah from the Old Testament; and Jesus’ 
mother Mary, Peter, James, John and Paul from the New Testament.

A Worldwide Fellowship—James 1:1

James addresses this letter to Christians in “the twelve tribes 
scattered among the nations” (James 1:1). We have noted the first 
“scattering” of Christians in Acts 8:1. But there were several disper-
sions of God’s people before Jesus came to earth. The Assyrians cap-
tured the ten northern tribes of Israel and deported many of them to 
Assyria in 722 b.c. Then King Nebuchadnezzar conquered the south-
ern tribes of Judah and Benjamin in 587 b.c., and many were taken 
away to Babylon. There were other dispersions of Jews to Egypt and 
Rome and Syria.

The marvelous thing is that these dispersed Jews kept their own 
identity as God’s chosen people, and held on to their hope that a Mes-
siah would come. And once the Messiah did come and His gospel 
spread to many lands, a worldwide fellowship was created when peo-
ple responded in faith.

Christians today have a similar fellowship. You have brothers and 
sisters in Christ around the world!

1.  The NIV Study Bible. See notes on James 1:1 and Romans 1:1.

How to Regard Trials—James 1:2-4
The first problem James discusses is how to regard trials and 

difficulties that come from outside ourselves: “Consider it pure joy, my 
brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know 
that the testing of your faith develops perseverance” (James 1:2-3).

How in the world could anybody possibly regard trials with “pure 
joy”? J.B. Phillips paints a helpful word-picture in his translation of 
these verses:  “When all kinds of trials and temptations crowd into your 
lives, my brothers, don’t resent them as intruders, but welcome them 
as friends! Realize that they come to test your faith and to produce in 
you the quality of endurance” (James 1:2-3, Phillips).

Your faith may be tested when you or someone you love has 
physical or emotional problems. Another’s faith may be tested by fam-
ily problems such as an unfaithful spouse or rebellious children. Some 
are tested by financial problems, while others may face persecution or 
ridicule for their faith.

James says that such trials develop our perseverance, if we 
keep on believing and trusting in Christ. Persevering—enduring trials 
through faith—helps us grow into mature Christians. This is why we 
can “consider it pure joy” when trials come. Simply knowing that God is 
using these circumstances to mature us is a good prescription against 
discouragement.

The apostle Paul says it this way, “Rejoice in the Lord always. 
I will say it again: Rejoice!…Do not be anxious about anything, but 
in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your 
requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all under-
standing, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Phi-
lippians 4:4,6-7).

Will you trust God in your trial today? Why not pray now and 
thank Him for the maturity He is working in you through your difficult 
circumstances?

Wisdom from God—James 1:5-8
When we face difficulties, our normal inclination is to search for 

a solution, to try and solve our problems. But only God can give us 
true wisdom to navigate through the difficulties to the place He wants 
us to arrive. This kind of wisdom may be defined as “practical insight 
with spiritual implications,”2 or “God-given understanding that enables 
a person to avoid the paths of wickedness and to live a life of righ-
teousness.”3

2.  The NIV Study Bible.
3.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.
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James says, “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who 
gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him” 
(James 1:5). How wonderful that God will not hold past failures against 
us. If we just ask Him, He will give us wisdom.

God is always willing to give wisdom to His people, but a barrier 
may exist within a person that prevents them from receiving God’s wis-
dom. James uses a nautical illustration: “But when he asks, he must 
believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the 
sea, blown and tossed by the wind. That man should not think he will 
receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable 
in all he does” (James 1:6-8).

Of course no matter how committed we are to Christ, in our hu-
man weakness there may come times of doubt. Does that mean that 
God will then refuse us when we ask Him for wisdom?

The Gospel of Mark relates the story of a man who brought his 
demon-possessed son to Jesus for healing. Since the boy’s childhood, 
the evil spirit had “often thrown him into fire or water to kill him.” Jesus’ 
disciples were unable to drive out the spirit, so the man asked Jesus, 
“If you can do anything, take pity on us and help us.” Jesus replied, “‘If 
you can?’…Everything is possible for him who believes” (Mark 9:22-
23).

Jesus’ answer to the father sounds a lot like James’ declaration 
in James 1:6, “When he asks, he must believe and not doubt.” Would 
the father be turned away because of his doubt? But Mark continues, 
“Immediately the boy’s father exclaimed, ‘I do believe; help me over-
come my unbelief!’” (Mark 9:24). Unlike the “double-minded man” that 
James spoke of, who fluctuated between belief and unbelief, this man 
desired to believe and said he believed. Yet, recognizing his inad-
equate faith, he asked Jesus’ help in believing.

Jesus didn’t say, “Are you sure you believe?” Just like His Father, 
who “gives generously to all without finding fault” (James 1:5), Jesus 
responded to the father’s plea by commanding the evil spirit to come 
out of the boy.

What a blessing to see again how God provides everything we 
need to follow Him. All we have to do is ask Him to help us overcome 
our doubts—to strengthen our faith—so that there will be no barrier 
when He generously grants our request for wisdom.

The Rich and the Poor—James 1:9-11

Although James seems to introduce an entirely new subject in 
James 1:9, the reference to persevering under trial in verse 12 shows 
that he is still addressing the same general subject of trials all the way 
through this passage.1 James recognized that there were economic 
distinctions within the church. But he seems to be saying that enduring 
trials demonstrates that these economic distinctions are meaningless 
among Christians.

However poor they are, every believer has been put in a “high 
position” (James 1:9) by virtue of being in Christ. However rich they 
are, every believer should realize their “low position” (James 1:10), 
which results from the impermanence of human life. Enduring trials for 

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.

Christ’s sake both lifts a believer to a place of honor “in Christ,” and 
humbles them in relation to any worldly riches they may possess.

Wealthy Christians are informed that their material possessions 
mean nothing for their eternal salvation. We cannot trust in riches be-
cause money and possessions don’t last. Both the rich and the poor 
approach God with nothing in their hands; both must depend only on 
the free gift of redemption. The apostle Peter wrote, “For you know 
that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you 
were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from 
your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without 
blemish or defect” (1 Peter 1:18-19).

God raises every believer to a “high position” that has nothing to 
do with our own merit or achievement: “But because of his great love 
for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when 
we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. 
And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heav-
enly realms in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:4-6, italics added).

Have you realized your true position in God’s eyes? Have you 
learned to stop measuring your life by the world’s standards? What 
a difference this realization will make as you face life’s daily circum-
stances.

The Crown of Life—James 1:12
James concludes his teaching about the testing of our faith by tri-

als with this promise: “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, 
because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life 
that God has promised to those who love him” (James 1:12).

We may not feel “blessed” while we are persevering under tri-
al, but James states it as fact: We are blessed. This echoes Jesus’ 
teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, in which He declared—contrary 
to what most people would say—that those in many difficult circum-
stances are “blessed,” such as those who are “poor in spirit,” or who 
“mourn,” or who are “persecuted because of righteousness” (Matthew 
5:3-11).

James says that when we have “stood the test” that proves our 
faith genuine, we will receive “the crown of life that God has promised 
to those who love him” (James 1:12). The Greek word for crown in 
James 1:12 is stephanos, which refers to a garland or chaplet worn 
by a victorious athlete. Believers have been given the gift of eternal 
life, but the “crown of life” referred to in James 1:12 is a reward to the 
believer who is victorious in his struggle against trials.

You may worry that you will fail to persevere under trial, and 
therefore miss out on the crown of life. But remember, James 1:5 as-
sured us that if we lack wisdom, all we have to do is ask God for it, 
and He will give it generously. And, as we learned in Mark 9, we can 
ask Him to strengthen our faith. God has called you and chosen you. 
He is the one who will give you the wisdom and strength to persevere 
through trials. Jesus promised, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know 
them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they shall never 
perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who has 
given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of 
my Father’s hand” (John 10:27-29).
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on James 1:1-12.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on James 1:1-12 or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application 
did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Review James 1:13-27, concentrating on verses 13-15.

1. In the first part of chapter 1, James was addressing the testing of faith, which the believer must endure. In verse 13 he begins to write about 
temptation, or enticement to sin, which the believer must resist. Is it possible that God might tempt us to sin? Why or why not? (James 1:13)

2. Where is the true source of temptation? (James 1:14)

3. We tend to think that yielding to temptation and then “doing” a sin is what makes us into sinners. Read Matthew 15:17-20. What does Jesus 
say is the true source of our sinfulness?

4. What is the final result of yielding to temptation? (James 1:15)

5. The evil that is within every person’s heart leads down the path of sin to spiritual death. Read Romans 6:23. What way did God provide for us 
to escape this fate?

6. Personal: Have you accepted God’s gift of eternal life through His Son, Jesus Christ? If you have, you are no longer a slave to your sinful 
nature, which, as James said, wants to drag you away and entice you to sin. Read Romans 6:22. God’s Holy Spirit within you will help you 
resist temptation and walk the path of holiness. How does this knowledge change your outlook towards the temptations you face daily?

Third Day: Review James 1:13-27, concentrating on verses 16-18.

1. a. James knows the way our sinful nature affects our thinking. What does he warn us in James 1:16?
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b. How does Paul give a similar warning in Colossians 2:8?

2. In James 1:13-15, we learned that God is never the source of our temptation to sin, even though our sinful nature promotes that deception. 
Instead, what does James say God is always the source of? (James 1:17)

3. a. Rather than sending temptation and causing our downfall, what choice did God make for our benefit? (James 1:18a)

b. Read John 3:3-8. How did Jesus describe the kind of birth James referred to?

c. Read 1 Peter 1:23-25. What is the “word of truth” that James referred to?

4. What was God’s purpose in giving us the new birth? (James 1:18b)

5. Challenge: The term “firstfruits” referred to the first portion of the harvest given to God, a foretaste of that which was to come (see Exodus 
34:22; Leviticus 23:10).1 Remember that James was writing to the first generation of Christians, only 20 to 30 years after the death and resur-
rection of Jesus. How did the term “firstfruits” specifically apply to these early Christians?

6. Personal: Have you been deceived by the “deceptive philosophy” of the world? Do you realize that God sends only good gifts to you, the 
greatest of which is the gift of new birth through His Son, Jesus Christ? Write a prayer of thanks to God here, naming specific gifts for which 
you are thankful.

Fourth Day: Review James 1:13-27, concentrating on verses 19-21.

1. a. James now tells his readers how to clear the way for the reception of the “word of truth” (James 1:18). What attitude is needed for a person 
to receive the truth of God’s Word? (James 1:19)

b. What does an angry attitude prevent in our spiritual development? (James 1:20)

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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2. a. What are we to do to further prepare for receiving God’s Word? (James 1:21a)

b. How does Hebrews 12:1 give a similar challenge?

3. In our own strength we can never do all that James 1:19-21 says we should do. What is the solution, according to the following verses?

Psalm 145:19

John 15:7

4. What is our attitude to be in order to fully receive God’s truth? (James 1:21b)

5. Challenge: Read Hebrews 4:12. Is God’s Word always easy to accept? What does it do in our lives that may be difficult to humbly accept?

6. Personal: James described God’s truth that the reader was to accept as “the word planted in you” (James 1:21). His readers were believers 
who already possessed the truth and had already been saved by it. James was challenging them to humbly accept the riches of God’s Word 
so they could fully grow to spiritual maturity. Do you humbly accept all the riches of God’s Word? In what way is it acting as a “sword” in your 
life?

Fifth Day: Review James 1:13-27, concentrating on verses 22-25.

1. What is the only way to truly receive God’s Word? (James 1:22)

2. How does James illustrate the foolishness of listening to God’s Word and then not doing what it says? (James 1:23-24)

3. What results for the person who both listens and acts according to God’s Word? (James 1:25)

4. How is this person’s listening described? (James 1:25)

5. Read Psalm 1:1-2. How does David describe this kind of listening in verse 2?
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6. Personal: By doing this type of Bible study, you are looking intently into God’s Word. Do you meditate on the portion that you are studying 
throughout each day, allowing it to penetrate deeply into your life, so that it will affect your decisions, words and actions? Memorizing Scripture 
will also help you remember God’s truth. If you ask Him, He will bring to your mind the things you have studied as you have need of them.

Sixth Day: Review James 1:13-27, concentrating on verses 26-27.

1. Now James points out several areas where God’s truth should be put into practice in the lives of believers. What is his first example in James 
1:26?

2. a. We all know how difficult it is to control our tongues. Read Psalm 141:3. How can our tongues be brought under control?

b. Personal: We want God to keep us from speaking lies, hurtful words and other sinful speech, but we don’t want Him to just bottle these 
things up inside us so they won’t escape our lips. Read Luke 6:45. How can good things come from our mouths? Do you need to ask God 
to change what is in your heart?

3. James teaches that our Christianity must be more than external participation in religious activities. To be genuine, it must affect the way we 
live our lives. What is the next example he gives in James 1:27a?

4. Challenge: James gave a specific example of showing God’s love toward the people around us. Read Matthew 25:34-40. When we do these 
things, who are we truly doing them for?

5. a. What will Christians want to avoid as they put God’s truth into practice in their lives? (James 1:27b)

b. How does the apostle John describe this in 1 John 2:15-16?

6. Personal: How have you been putting God’s truth into practice in these three areas—controlling your tongue, showing God’s love to others in 
concrete ways, and avoiding pollution by the evil that surrounds us? Is there a specific area that you need the most help in? Remember God’s 
invitation and promise in James 1:5. Write a prayer here asking for God’s help in this area.
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Resist Temptation—James 1:13-15
Earlier in this chapter, James addressed the testing of faith, which 

the believer must endure. In verse 13 he begins to write about tempta-
tion, or enticement to sin, which the believer must resist.

First, he says, when we are tempted, we shouldn’t blame God. 
God is holy, so it is impossible for Him to be tempted or to be the au-
thor of temptation. He will never test our faith by tempting us to sin.

James points out that the source of temptation is not found in 
any external circumstance, person or object, but rather comes from 
our own sinful desires. Because we are all descended from Adam and 
Eve, their sinful nature has been passed down to us. Our evil desires 
flow out of this sinful nature within us. Jesus pointed this out to His dis-
ciples, saying, “The things that come out of the mouth come from the 
heart [from the sin nature], and these make a man ‘unclean’. For out 
of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, 
theft, false testimony, slander. These are what make a man ‘unclean’; 
but eating with unwashed hands [an external action] does not make 
him ‘unclean’” (Matthew 15:18-20).

When we give in to our evil desires—give in to temptation—we 
sin, and all sin leads to death. Paul declared this terrible fact in Ro-
mans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is death,” but then went on to give the 
glorious good news: “But the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.” When we accept Jesus as Savior and Lord, He sets us free 
from our sin nature. We are no longer slaves to sin—inevitably heading 
down the path of death—but instead are made “slaves to God,” guided 
down the path of holiness toward eternal life (see Romans 6:22).

God’s Great Gift—James 1:16-18
James now gives a pointed warning: “Don’t be deceived, my dear 

brothers” (James 1:16). He knows the way our sinful nature affects our 
thinking, and how easily we can be influenced by the way the world 
around us thinks. How many people have a picture of God as a remote 
and cruel tyrant, who dangles temptation in front of us and then pun-
ishes us when we take the bait and fall into sin?

But, as James has earlier reminded us, God not only does not, 
but also cannot send temptation, because He is holy. In fact the truth is 
just the opposite—“Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming 
down from the Father” (James 1:17).

And what is the most important gift that God offers? James 1:18 
says, “He chose to give us birth.” This refers to spiritual birth, which 
takes place when we trust in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. In John 
3:3 Jesus told Nicodemus, “No one can see the kingdom of God un-

less he is born again.” This was a strange pronouncement, and Ni-
codemus exclaimed, “Surely he cannot enter a second time into his 
mother’s womb to be born!” Jesus explained, “No one can enter the 
kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives 
birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” The apostle Paul de-
scribed God’s gift of a new birth in this way, “Therefore, if anyone is in 
Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” (2 
Corinthians 5:17).

James said that the new birth comes “through the word of truth” 
(James 1:18). This refers to the gospel, the Good News about Jesus 
Christ that we find in God’s Word, the Bible. We cannot be reborn 
spiritually until we have heard and believed what Jesus has done for 
us through His death and resurrection. Ephesians 1:13 says, “And you 
also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the 
gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him 
with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit.”

God gives every good and perfect gift to his children. Yet many of 
these gifts go unrecognized. We are sometimes like thankless children 
who do not see the goodness and kindness of their parents. We fail to 
see God’s goodness and kindness to us in so many ways as we live 
life here on earth.

Perhaps you might like to begin a “Thank You” journal to make 
you more aware of God’s daily blessings to you. This will serve to 
remind you of God’s faithfulness through the years. You may wonder, 
“But what would I put in my journal?” What about a blue sky or a gen-
tle rain? Maybe you have a child’s drawing, or a friend’s kind words; 
laughter in an unexpected moment, or comfort from God in sadness 
or pain. You can always praise Him for His strength and peace that 
He promises to you in the Bible. And best of all you can thank Him 
for the adventure of knowing Him better each day as He leads you in 
His wisdom. Praise Him that He can work in even difficult and painful 
circumstances for your good and for His glory. Thank God that His 
victory is assured in His perfect timing. Praise Him that there is no 
problem too great or too small for Him. Thank God ahead of time for 
His answers to your prayers!

Receive the Word—James 1:19-21

It may seem like James is pausing here to give some miscel-
laneous precepts on Christian living. But in actuality he is continuing 
his teaching about the “word of truth” from James 1:18. Before we 
believers can truly be changed by God’s word of truth, our attitudes 
must change and barriers must be cleared away.
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First, we must “be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to 
become angry” (James 1:19). Here is one of the attitudes that must 
change: the “know-it-all” mindset. Rather than being quick to air 
our own opinions, we should pause and listen to what God has to 
say—whether through others, through His Word, or through the in-
ner prompting of His Spirit within us. Instead of becoming angry when 
something is said that we disagree with, we must cultivate a teachable 
spirit. Just as the Bereans “examined the Scriptures every day to see if 
what Paul said was true” (Acts 17:11), we have the privilege of seeking 
the truth through Bible study and prayer, and then communicating it to 
others with an attitude of gentleness and love.

Second, James says, “get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is 
so prevalent” (James 1:21). How can we do this? There are actions we 
can take that will clear away barriers to the work of God’s Spirit within 
us. We can choose to stop an adulterous affair or a flirtation that might 
lead to an affair. We can choose to stop stealing from others—stop 
cheating our customers, stop cheating on our taxes, or stop cheating 
our employer out of our full attention to our work. We may not be able 
to change the feelings or desires that tempt us to do wrong, but we 
can choose to take the outward action and trust that the Holy Spirit will 
bring our feelings and desires into line.

James is saying that if we truly are believers, we should have a 
humble spirit—eager to hear what God says and to do what He says, 
trusting that He will empower us. It is impossible to change our at-
titudes and actions without the Lord’s strength, which comes through 
the Holy Spirit within us. God does not ask us to be good in our own 
power. Yet He wants us to make the choice to be obedient servants. 
We are no longer to walk in our own strength and depend on our own 
understanding, but rather walk with our hands in His. Paul said, “I can 
do everything through him who gives me strength” (Philippians 4:13).

When we have asked God to help us overcome these things that 
are a barrier to receiving His Word, then, James says, we are to “hum-
bly accept the word planted in you” (James 1:21). God’s Word will 
help us grow to spiritual maturity, but it is not always easy to accept. 
Hebrews 4:12 describes it this way, “For the word of God is living and 
active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to 
dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and 
attitudes of the heart.” It can be very uncomfortable, even painful, to 
realize that our innermost thoughts and attitudes are exposed to God. 
But until He penetrates and removes the evil that we think is hidden, 
we can never become mature in Him.

Do the Word—James 1:22-25

Now we come to the verse that sums up the whole message of 
the book of James: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive 
yourselves. Do what it says” (James 1:22). If we merely hear the word 
but do not act on it we are “like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 
and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what 
he looks like” (James 1:23-24). We can look in a mirror and see that 
our face is dirty, but if we don’t go and wash it, we soon forget it. We 
can hear sermons and do Bible studies, yet if we do not act on what 
God speaks to our hearts, they don’t do us any good at all—we might 
as well not have bothered.

We can compare this to going to a doctor who tells us what to do. 
He may prescribe a medicine, which we are to take four times a day. 
So we go to the drugstore and buy the medicine and take it home. 
Now we must take the medicine as directed if we expect to get well! 
Just buying the pills and putting them in the medicine cabinet is simply 
deceiving ourselves. We are not doing what the doctor told us to do. In 
the same way, unless we as Christians are willing not only to listen but 
also to obey the Lord, we are deceiving ourselves.

But the good news is, “The man who looks intently into the perfect 
law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he 
has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does” (James 
1:25). Looking “intently” into God’s word and obeying it brings freedom 
and blessing. Meditate on God’s Word throughout the day, so that it 
will penetrate deeply into your life. Ask God to bring it to your mind so 
that every decision, word and action will be according to His will.

God’s Challenge—James 1:26-27

Now James points out several areas where God’s truth should be 
put into practice in our lives. First, we must “keep a tight rein” on our 
tongues (James 1:26). What we say with our mouths is a good indica-
tion of our inner spiritual condition. The tongue is one of the smallest 
muscles in the body, yet it can be one of the most powerful, either to 
hurt or to heal. If we cannot allow God to bridle our tongue, James 
says, then our religion is worthless. People who call themselves Chris-
tian, attend worship services, give money to the church, or do other 
religious actions—while at the same time gossiping, using the Lord’s 
name in vain, spewing out verbal abuse, or telling lies—prove that 
their “religion” isn’t real, but is only an outward show. Such hypocrisy 
often drives others away from the religion these people profess.

Next, James says, a real relationship with Christ is a life-chang-
ing force.  Our deeds and actions will spring forth from a heart filled 
with His love. We are to help people in distress, such as widows and 
orphans. Jeremiah 22:15-16 puts the challenge in this way: “‘[Your 
father] did what was right and just, so all went well with him. He de-
fended the cause of the poor and needy, and so all went well. Is that 
not what it means to know me?’ declares the Lord.” Jesus taught that 
whenever we do something to help another person in need, we are in 
truth doing it for Him (see Matthew 25:34-40). Have you looked around 
your neighborhood and community lately? Have you heard or read 
about needy people around the world? Will you take God’s challenge 
to serve Him by serving people in need?

Finally, James said, we are to keep ourselves “from being pol-
luted by the world” (James 1:27). The “world” refers to the total system 
of evil that pervades every sphere of human existence and is set in op-
position to God and to righteousness.1 James is not just talking about 
keeping away from a list of activities that have been labeled “bad”, 
such as dancing, or drinking alcohol, or swearing. Rather, he is warn-
ing us to guard our entire mindset, our worldview, from all the world’s 
assumptions and philosophies and attitudes that are so easy to adopt 
if we aren’t being careful. Only by continuing to look intently into God’s 
Word and asking Him to keep it at the forefront of our minds will we be 
kept from the world’s pollution.

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on James 1:13-27.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on James 1:13-27 or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application 
did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read James 2:1-13, concentrating on verses 1-4.

1. How does James describe our Lord Jesus in James 2:1a?

2. Read Hebrews 1:3. Why is our Lord Jesus Christ glorious?

3. Since our faith is in such an exalted person as Jesus Christ, what does James say we should never do? (James 2:1b)

4. a. What example of favoritism does James relate? (James 2:2-3)

b. Challenge: By what standards other than wealth might Christians today be tempted to judge others and show favoritism?

5. How does James condemn the practice of favoritism? (James 2:4)

6. Personal: How have you been guilty of showing favoritism? Is there some person you have offended in this way that you should apologize 
to, or make amends to? Pray and ask God to show you when you are showing favoritism consciously or unconsciously, and to help you stop 
doing it.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



20 Joy of Living Bible Studies20

Third Day: Review James 2:1-13, concentrating on verse 5.

1. What type of people made up most of the early church? (James 2:5a)

2. What did Jesus say in Matthew 11:2-5 that supports James’ words?

3. a. One reason that God chooses many who are poor to make up His church may be that they are more open to His call. Read Mark 10:17-22. 
What kept this man from following Jesus? (Mark 10:21-22)

b. Read 1 Corinthians 1:26-29. What is another reason that God chooses the poor?

4. a. Although many may be poor “in the eyes of the world,” what is the true status of all believers? (James 2:5b)

b. Challenge: Read Matthew 25:31-46. What is the inheritance of those who believe in Jesus Christ according to verses 34 and 46?

5. Personal: How do you think “the world” would judge your status? If you are poor “in the eyes of the world,” have you realized your riches in 
Christ Jesus and the inheritance He has prepared for you? If the world would call you rich, have your assets become a barrier keeping you 
from fully following Jesus? He does not always ask us to give everything away as he asked the man in Mark 10, but He does ask us to submit 
all that we have to Him, and to be generous with what He has given us.

Fourth Day: Review James 2:1-13, concentrating on verses 6-7.

1. Even though God Himself had chosen many who were poor, how had James’ readers treated them? (James 2:6a)

2. What three questions did James ask which demonstrated how absurd it was for his readers to show favor to the rich? (James 2:6b-7)
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3. The answer to all three of James’ questions was obviously, “Yes!” What examples do you find of these actions in the following verses?

Question 1: Isaiah 3:14

Question 2: Acts 16:19

Question 3: Matthew 12:22-24

4. Read Philippians 2:6-11. What do you learn about “the noble name” of Him to whom all Christians belong?

5. Personal: The world’s culture of celebrity-worship causes many to idolize those who are rich or famous. Have you become caught up in this 
culture? Is news of what the rich and famous are doing sometimes of more interest to you than news of what Jesus Christ is doing? Why not 
talk to God about this now, and ask Him to turn your heart toward the One who is truly worthy of worship?

Fifth Day: Review James 2:1-13, concentrating on verses 8-11.

1. What rule should always govern our treatment of others? (James 2:8)

2. a. This “royal law” was first expressed in Leviticus 19:18. How did Jesus confirm its importance in Matthew 22:36-40?

b. How did Paul express this law in Romans 13:8-10?

3. What conclusion does James reach about favoritism in James 2:9?

4. How does James explain that even a single act of favoritism makes a person a lawbreaker? (James 2:10-11)

5. Any sin, whether “small” or “great,” turns a person into a law-breaker. That being the case, how can we possibly approach God, who is holy 
and cannot tolerate sin? Read 1 John 1:9.
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6. Personal: God knows everything about us—every thought and every action. He is not surprised by our confessions, and He is pleased when 
we come to Him honestly and in repentance. If you would like to, write a prayer of confession here.

Sixth Day: Review James 2:1-13, concentrating on verses 12-13.

1. What warning does James give in James 2:12-13?

2. Since James is writing to those who are already saved and given eternal life by faith in Jesus Christ, the judgment he refers to is for the pur-
pose of giving rewards to believers. What do you learn about this in the following verses?

1 Corinthians 3:11-15

Revelation 22:12

3. God wants us to live according to His standards, and He has given us His Holy Spirit to enable us to do this. What does Galatians 5:22-23 say 
about this?

4. Challenge: James emphasized the importance of showing mercy to others. Read Matthew 18:21-35. Why did Jesus say we should show 
mercy?

5. As James said, every believer will eventually come before the judgment seat of Christ. But He does not want us to obey out of fear of judg-
ment. Rather, He desires that we serve Him out of love. Read 1 John 4:15-19. Why are we able to love God, and why will we be able to have 
confidence when we face judgment?

6. Personal: Have you acknowledged that Jesus is the Son of God, and trusted Him for salvation? If so, God has given His Holy Spirit to live in 
you and help you become like Him. Is there some situation where you have failed to show mercy? Ask God to change your heart so that you 
can make amends, if possible, and so that you can be merciful in the future.
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No Favoritism—James 2:1-4

Here is a clear message from God given to all Christians in all 
generations: if we have faith in “our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” (James 
2:1), then we should never treat anyone with an attitude of favorit-
ism. Jesus, whose name is “above every name” (Philippians 2:9), re-
ceives every person who comes to Him with love and compassion. 
How, then, can His followers possibly treat anybody with favoritism or 
discrimination?

God has again and again emphasized throughout both the Old 
and the New Testaments the equality and dignity of every person. For 
example, Deuteronomy 24:14-15 instructs, “Do not take advantage of 
a hired man who is poor and needy, whether he is a brother Israelite 
or an alien living in one of your towns. Pay him his wages each day 
before sunset, because he is poor and is counting on it. Otherwise 
he may cry to the Lord against you, and you will be guilty of sin.” And 
Galatians 3:26-28 asserts, “You are all sons of God through faith in 
Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 
yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, 
male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

Our Lord Jesus, more than any other man who walked on the 
face of this earth, was free of prejudice and showed no favoritism. 
Christ came first to His own people, the Jewish race, yet He had also 
come for every race. Even when the Pharisees and the Herodians 
were trying to trap Him, their words in Matthew 22:16 described our 
Lord’s character perfectly: “‘Teacher,’ they said, ‘we know you are a 
man of integrity and that you teach the way of God in accordance with 
the truth. You aren’t swayed by men, because you pay no attention 
to who they are.’” Jesus came to provide salvation to all people who 
would receive Him (see Romans 10:9-13), thereby bringing true equal-
ity and value to all men and women of every race and class.

James gives an example of Christians showing favor to a rich man 
who has come to their meeting, while discriminating against a poor 
man who also comes in. He concludes that by so doing we become 
“judges with evil thoughts” (James 2:4). Today we may be tempted to 
discriminate based on wealth, race, class, education, popularity, or 
any number of other categories. But, James says, all such discrimina-
tion is completely wrong. Every person has equal value in God’s eyes, 
and we must follow His example in our treatment of others.

We are to continually remember that we are all repentant sinners 
gathered together to worship the Lord of glory. The outward appear-

ance of a fellow worshiper is not important. No one is to be given 
special privilege. Our personal appraisal is to be set aside when we 
enter into worship with the body of believers. There is no doubt that 
in a mixed group there may be some people we find hard to relate to. 
They may not have the same interests, may dress differently or may 
have a lot more or less of this world’s wealth than we do, yet in these 
verses in James we are told that we must accept them as our family in 
Christ and not let their circumstances influence our response to them.

God Chose the Poor—James 2:5

James prefaces his next statement with, “Listen, my dear broth-
ers.” In other words, “This is important! Don’t miss it!” Then he points 
out, “Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world 
to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who 
love him?” (James 2:5). The words, “poor in the eyes of the world,” in 
this verse does not necessarily mean those who are without money. 
The world may regard you as “poor” if you are of the wrong race or the 
wrong social class, or if you didn’t attend the right schools, or if you 
don’t belong to the right clubs.

The wonderful news is that God particularly chose many whom 
the world did not highly regard to make up His church. Jesus said He 
came to preach the good news to the poor (see Matthew 1:5). In the 
Sermon on the Mount He said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs 
is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). These people who are poor  
in the eyes of the world know their own inadequacy. They realize that 
only God can supply their needs. They know they need the Lord Jesus 
as their Savior.

In contrast, being rich in the eyes of the world—whether with 
money, status, fame, intellect or power—can be a barrier to following 
Jesus. The Gospel of Mark tells of a man who asked Jesus how to 
inherit eternal life. When Jesus listed the commandments, the man 
declared that he had kept them all since he was a boy. Jesus then told 
him, “One thing you lack…Go, sell everything you have and give to 
the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” 
(Mark 10:21). Then, Mark says, the man went away sad, because he 
had great wealth. His wealth was a barrier to following Jesus.

God also chooses many who are poor in the eyes of the world 
so that we Christians cannot claim to be saved by our own merit. Paul 
wrote, “Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not 
many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influen-

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



24 Joy of Living Bible Studies

tial; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of 
the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world 
to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the 
despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that 
are, so that no one may boast before him” (1 Corinthians 1:26-29).

James points out that every believer—no matter how the world 
regards them—is “rich in faith” and can look forward to an inheritance 
from God, “the kingdom he promised those who love him” (James 2:5). 
This inheritance, Jesus says to His followers, is “the kingdom prepared 
for you since the creation of the world,” and it brings “eternal life” (Mat-
thew 25:34,46).

Favoritism is Absurd—James 2:6-7

In spite of the fact that God had chosen as His own many who 
were poor in the eyes of the world, the Christians James addressed 
insulted the poor by favoring the rich people who came to their meet-
ings. James asked them three questions that highlighted the absurdity 
of their actions:

Is it not the rich who are exploiting you?

Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court?

Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of him 
to whom you belong? (James 2:6b-7)

The rich people that visited the Christian meetings may not have 
personally done any of these things. But James’ point was that it was 
usually the rich and powerful who exploited the believers who were 
poor, who dragged them into court to face persecution, and who ridi-
culed the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. Why, therefore, would the 
Christians favor any person simply because they were rich? When 
believers stopped being deceived by the world’s values, they would 
realize that wealth, power, or social status did not necessarily produce 
admirable people.

Love Your Neighbor—James 2:8-11

The “royal law” that James 2:8 says we should keep is found 
both in the Old and the New Testaments. God commanded, “Love 
your neighbor as yourself” in Leviticus 19:18. Jesus ranked it as the 
second greatest commandment in the Law, saying, “‘Love the Lord 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is 
like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets 
hang on these two commandments” (Matthew 22:37-40). Paul also 
emphasized this command in Romans 13:8-10, concluding, “Love is 
the fulfillment of the law.”

James went on to point out that showing favoritism is not just a 
social error—it is a sin, because it breaks God’s law. It is just as seri-
ous as adultery or murder. Any sin, no matter whether we judge it to 
be small or great, makes us into law-breakers, unable to approach 
holy God. In His great love, He has provided a way to have our sin 

removed: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive 
us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).

We have the wonderful resources of the indwelling Holy Spirit to 
enable us to live according to the “royal law” (see Galatians 5:22-23). 
We could not possibly keep it in our own strength. As we trust God and 
meditate on His Word, He will work in us and through us to accomplish 
the fulfillment of His law through our lives (see Philippians 2:13).

Mercy Triumphs over Judgment
—James 2:12-13

When we come to the Lord Jesus Christ who died for us, was bur-
ied and then rose from the dead, we are set free. This does not mean 
that we are free to sin. We are set free from the bondage and penalty 
of sin, set free to be the people He meant us to be all along. We are set 
free from trying to obey religious rules and regulations in order in order 
to earn our salvation. We are free to do the will of God.

James 2:12 states that believers “are going to be judged by the 
law that gives freedom.” This “judgment” does not refer to the judg-
ment that determines whether we will receive eternal life or death, for 
James was writing this letter to believers whose heavenly destiny had 
already been determined by their faith in Jesus Christ (see John 5:24). 
Rather, this judgment is referring to the giving of rewards to believers 
(see 1 Corinthians 3:11-15; 2 Corinthians 5:10; Revelation 22:12).

James emphasized the utmost importance of showing mercy 
to others. As Jesus pointed out in Matthew 18:21-35, the reason we 
ought to show mercy is because God has first shown mercy to us. Just 
as God has forgiven our sin and continues to forgive us day-by-day 
as we ask Him, so we are called to show mercy and forgiveness to 
anyone who offends us, no matter how many times we are injured. If 
mercy is characteristic of our lives, we will have no need to fear judg-
ment, because we will know that by God’s power we are becoming like 
Him (see 1 John 4:15-19).
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on James 2:1-13.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on James 2:1-13 or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application 
did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read James 2:14-26, concentrating on verses 14-17.

1. What hypothetical situation does James set forth in James 2:14a? Notice that James does not say the person actually has faith.

2. What additional question—the key question—does James ask in James 2:14b?

3. What illustration does James give in James 2:15-16 of the type of behavior one would expect of the person described in verse 14?

4. What principle does James set forth based on this illustration? (James 2:17)

5. Read Luke 6:46-49. How did Jesus illustrate this principle?

6. Personal: When James speaks of a person who has “faith [with] no deeds” or “faith by itself,” he is describing a person who merely accepts 
the truth in their mind, but does not allow it to change their heart. This is a false faith. Have you believed in Jesus Christ as your Savior? If so, 
have you allowed Him to be Lord of your life, so that you may become more like Him?

Third Day: Review James 2:14-26, concentrating on verses 18-19.

1. a. How does James say someone might argue that faith and works are not necessarily related to each other and that it is possible to have 
either one without the other? (James 2:18a)
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b. What challenge does James issue to that person in James 2:18b? Do you think this is possible?

c. What does James go on to say is the only way to demonstrate genuine faith? (James 2:18c)

2. a. What belief does James commend his readers for in James 2:19a?

b. James’ readers had come to Christ from the Jewish faith. Like all faithful Jews, they would have believed this truth. How does Deuter-
onomy 6:4 express it?

3. a. How does James point out that believing this truth does not constitute a saving faith? (James 2:19b)

b. Challenge: How is James’ statement proved by Jesus’ experience in the following passages?

 Mark 1:23-26

 Mark 5:2-9

4. The “deeds” that demonstrate true faith are not something that we have to do in our own strength. Instead, they will flow naturally from our 
faith, through the power of the Lord we serve. What does Jesus say about this in John 15:5?

5. Personal: Do you see evidence of genuine faith in your own life? If you’re not sure, ask the Lord to help you “remain in Him,” so that His fruit 
will be produced in your life. Spending time each day reading His Word and praying will help you draw closer to Him.

Fourth Day: Review James 2:14-26, concentrating on verses 20-23.

1. What does James now say he will offer to support his argument? (James 2:20)

2. a. What is the first example of the evidence James gives? (James 2:21)

b. Challenge: Read Genesis 22:1-14 for the full story of this event, and summarize briefly.

c. How does Hebrews 11:17-19 explain Abraham’s action of faith?
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3. a. James 2:21, if taken out of context, might seem to indicate that Abraham’s obedient action is what actually saved him. How did James 
make it clear in verse 22 that Abraham’s faith was the source of his actions?

b. Challenge: Read Hebrews 11:8-12. In what other ways did Abraham’s actions demonstrate his genuine faith?

4. a. How does James further prove that Abraham’s actions were a product of his faith? (James 2:23)

b. Challenge: Read Genesis 15:1-6, from which James quoted verse 6. This event occurred as much as thirty years before the event de-
scribed in Genesis 22 (God later changed Abram’s name to Abraham). What Abraham did in Genesis 22 was an outworking of the faith 
described in chapter 15. 1 Summarize briefly.

5. a. James 2:23 says that Abraham was called “God’s friend.” Read 2 Chronicles 20:7 and Isaiah 41:8 to see where this truth is also stated in 
the Old Testament.

b. Abraham didn’t earn the friendship of God because he obeyed Him. Instead, he acted as a friend of God should act, and thus showed that 
he was in reality God’s friend.2 Read John 15:14. How did Jesus say we can be called His friend?

6. Personal: What a privilege to be known as “God’s friend.” This privilege is not reserved for those whom we might regard as “great people of 
faith.” It is a name that any believer can be known by, that Jesus is pleased to bestow upon any person who loves and obeys Him. Do you 
hope to be known by God in this way? Tell Him of your desire to obey Him, and He will help you do it.

Fifth Day: Review James 2:14-26, concentrating on verse 24.

1. How does James summarize his example of Abraham’s faith? (James 2:24)

2. If James 2:24 is taken out of context, it might appear that it conflicts with the apostle Paul’s teaching of justification by faith alone. What does 
Paul say in Ephesians 2:8-9?

3. If both James’ teaching and Paul’s teaching are studied in context, the apparent conflict is resolved. James was speaking out against super-
ficial faith that resided in the mind but had no effect on the heart and actions. Let’s review the verses that demonstrate this.

James 1:22

James 2:17

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
2.  Ibid.
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4. Paul’s purpose in Ephesians 2:8-9 was to refute legalism, the belief that a person can earn merit with God toward salvation by good deeds.1 
How does Ephesians 2:10 agree with James’ teaching?

5. God’s Word, although made up of many separate books, all comes from God and does not contradict itself. That is why it is so important to 
study every passage in the context of the surrounding verses and of the other books of the Bible. What do you learn about the origin of the 
Scriptures in the following verses?

2 Samuel 23:1-2

2 Timothy 3:16-17

2 Peter 1:20-21

6. Personal: Have you realized that God Himself spoke every verse in the Bible through the pens of the individuals who wrote the books? How 
does that make you feel about studying and understanding it?

Sixth Day: Review James 2:14-26, concentrating on verses 25-26.

1. Who was the second person that James cited as an example of true faith? (James 2:25)

2. Challenge: Read Joshua 2:1-21 and 6:16-17 for the full account of this event, and summarize briefly.

3. Hebrews chapter 11 begins, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. This is what the ancients were 
commended for.” How was Rahab commended in verse 31?

4. James 2:25 referred to Rahab as “even Rahab the prostitute.” How does Rahab’s story demonstrate what Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 1:26-
29?

5. How does James conclude his argument with an illustration from the human body? (James 2:26)

6. Personal: Do you sometimes feel that God cannot work through you because you are not wise or influential or strong? Yet God chose to work 
through Rahab, who was a pagan and a prostitute. His gift of faith changes everything. Read Paul’s declarations in 2 Corinthians 3:4-5 and 
12:9. Write this kind of declaration about yourself here.

1.  Ibid.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



James
Lesson 5

Faith in Action—James 2:14-17
At the end of chapter 1, James presented the principle that it’s not 

enough to merely hear the Word—we have to do what it says. James 
now begins to discuss an application of that principle: True faith will be 
accompanied by action.

He starts out with two questions: “What good is it, my brothers, 
if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save 
him?” (James 2:14). In English, the second question sounds like it 
could be answered either “Yes” or “No.” But in the original Greek, it is 
structured to imply a negative answer: “This faith can’t save him, can 
it?”1 Notice, too, that James says the man “claims to have faith” (italics 
added). As we will see in James’ development of this principle, so-
called “faith” that doesn’t produce good deeds is not real faith at all.

Next James illustrates the way this person who “claims to have 
faith” might behave. When faced with an individual in desperate need 
of food and clothing, the man responds with worthless words, “Go, I 
wish you well; keep warm and well fed” (James 2:16). Even worse 
than just ignoring the needy person, this man mouths nice-sounding 
platitudes. Behind this person’s “spiritual” facade is a complete lack 
of compassion. He is like the men to whom Jesus said, “Woe to you, 
teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like white-
washed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside 
are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the same way, 
on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you 
are full of hypocrisy and wickedness (Matthew 23: 27-28).

So we come to the truth James has illustrated—“In the same way, 
faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead” (James 2:17). 
A living faith will naturally produce good deeds. Therefore, James 
says, if no good deeds are in evidence, it proves that the so-called 
“faith” is dead.

Belief vs. Deeds—James 2:18-19
James introduces a hypothetical person who says, “You have 

faith; I have deeds” (James 2:18), arguing that faith and works are not 
necessarily related to each other and that it is possible to have either 
one without the other. According to this person, there could be “faith” 
Christians and “deeds” Christians, both equally valid.

But James challenges this viewpoint: “Show me your faith without 
deeds” (James 2:18). The obvious problem is, “How?” Faith, by defini-
tion, is an attitude of the heart. It cannot be seen with the eyes. The 

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary

only evidence of faith that we can see is its influence on the actions of 
the person who possesses it. Therefore, James continues, “I will show 
you my faith by what I do” (James 2:18). There are not two types of 
Christians. A true believer’s faith and deeds must work hand-in-hand.

There are others who claim to have true faith merely because, 
James says, they “believe that there is one God” (James 2:19). All 
faithful Jews believe and recite the Shema, the centerpiece of all morn-
ing and evening Jewish prayer services. The Shema begins, “Hear, O 
Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4). James 
commends the Jewish Christians to whom he is writing for believing 
this: “Good!” (James 2:19).

But believing this fact about God is not the same as having faith in 
Him. In fact, James says, “Even the demons believe that—and shud-
der” (James 2:19). Satan and his servants, the demons, are all very 
aware of who God is. They believe in Him, but hate and fear Him. 
When Jesus met people who were possessed by evil spirits, the spir-
its themselves spoke to Him in fear, acknowledging that He was “the 
Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24) and “Son of the Most High God” (Mark 
5:7). So, James is saying, people who claim to have saving faith just 
because they believe that God exists, but whose lives do not show 
evidence of their “faith,” are deceiving themselves.

You may worry about whether the beliefs you profess actually 
indicate that you are saved. Perhaps you wonder if you should be try-
ing harder to do the deeds that faith should produce. But these deeds 
are not something that we have try to do in our own strength. Instead, 
they will flow naturally from our faith, through the power of the Lord 
we serve.

Jesus said, “I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man re-
mains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you 
can do nothing” (John 15:5). The branches don’t have to plan the fruit 
they want to produce, and then think of how to produce it. Instead, the 
fruit is completely a result of the nutrients that flow through the vine to 
the branches. If you have believed in Jesus as your Savior, ask Him 
to give you His peace about your salvation, and to help you see and 
rejoice in the deeds He is doing through you. Don’t compare your-
self with someone else and what God is doing through that person. 
Remember that you are a unique branch on Jesus’ vine, bearing the 
unique and wonderful fruit that God has planned for you.

Abraham’s Example—James 2:20-23
James continues to instruct the “foolish man” (James 2:20) who 

thinks that faith can exist without deeds. He points to the example of 
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Abraham, who was “considered righteous for what he did when he 
offered his son Isaac on the altar” (James 2:21).

God had told Abraham, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, 
whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as 
a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about” (Genesis 
22:2). Although Abraham had an older son, Ishmael, all the promises 
that God had made to Abraham were to be fulfilled through Isaac. 

Abraham obeyed God and set out for Mount Moriah with Isaac. 
He didn’t know that an angel from the Lord would stop him. He didn’t 
know that a ram would be caught in the thicket to be a substitute for 
Isaac. As far as Abraham knew, Isaac was as good as dead. This 
righteous action by Abraham—his willingness to submit to God’s com-
mand—was an indication of his faith in God. 

Hebrews 11:17-19 summarizes, “By faith Abraham, when God 
tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He who had received the 
promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even though 
God had said to him, ‘It is through Isaac that your offspring will be 
reckoned.’ Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figu-
ratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death.”

James 2:21, if taken out of context, might seem to indicate that 
Abraham’s obedient action is what actually saved him. But the next 
verse makes it clear that Abraham’s faith was the source of his action: 
“You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his 
faith was made complete by what he did” (James 2:22). Abraham’s 
faith in God was evident long before he offered Isaac. Genesis 15:1-6 
relates God’s earlier promises to Abram (God later changed Abram’s 
name to Abraham), and concludes with the passage James quotes in 
James 2:23, “Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as 
righteousness.”

Further evidence of Abraham’s true faith in God is found in the 
phrase “and he was called God’s friend” (James 2:23). This fact was 
recorded in 2 Chronicles 20:7 and Isaiah 41:8. Abraham didn’t earn 
the friendship of God because he obeyed Him. Instead, he acted as a 
friend of God should act, and thus showed that he was in reality God’s 
friend.1 Jesus taught that any of His followers can receive this same 
honored name. In John 15:14 He said, “You are my friends if you do 
what I command.”

Justification by Faith—James 2:24

James summarizes his example of Abraham’s faith by saying, 
“You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith 
alone” (James 2:24). If taken out of context, this verse might appear to 
conflict with the apostle Paul’s teaching of justification by faith alone: 
“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith–and this not 
from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can 
boast (Ephesians 2:8-9).

However, if both James’ teaching and Paul’s teaching are stud-
ied in context, the apparent conflict is resolved. James was speaking 
out against superficial faith that resided in the mind but had no effect 
on the heart and actions. Remember, he earlier said, “Do not merely 
listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says” (James 

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.

1:22); and, “In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by 
action, is dead” (James 2:17).

Paul, on the other hand, was trying to refute legalism—the be-
lief that a person can earn merit with God toward salvation by good 
deeds.2 Paul continued his teaching on faith and works in Ephesians 
2:10, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do 
good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do,” which cer-
tainly ties in with James’ teaching. Paul and James both taught that 
good deeds are the fruit of genuine faith, but it is by true faith—not by 
the deeds themselves—that we are saved.

God’s Word, although made up of many separate books, all 
comes from God and does not contradict itself (see 2 Timothy 3:16-17; 
2 Peter 1:20-21). That is why it is so important to study every passage 
in the context of the surrounding verses and of the other books of the 
Bible. As you spend time in God’s Word, reading and studying from 
all of its books over time, He will help you begin to see the whole truth 
that He has communicated to us through many different authors. The 
Bible is full of rich truth that can never be exhausted. With the help of 
the Holy Spirit, you will find new and precious truth and understanding, 
even from passages that you have read many times before.

Rahab’s Example—James 2:25-26

James now mentions Rahab as another illustration of genuine 
faith. Rahab was as unlike Abraham as anyone could be. She was a 
prostitute who lived in the city of Jericho, in the land of Canaan. After 
Moses led the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt, they were preparing to 
enter and conquer the land God had promised them. Moses’ succes-
sor, Joshua, sent two spies to look over the land. When they arrived in 
Jericho, they stayed with Rahab, as was the custom in that day.

Rahab hid the spies from the king of Jericho, and eventually 
helped them to safely escape the city. She told them, “I know that the 
Lord has given this land to you…We have heard how the Lord dried 
up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and 
what you did to Sihon and Og, the two kings of the Amorites east of 
the Jordan, whom you completely destroyed. When we heard of it, our 
hearts sank and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the 
Lord your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below. Now 
then, please swear to me by the Lord that you will show kindness to 
my family, because I have shown kindness to you” (Joshua 2:9-12). 
When Israel conquered and destroyed Jericho, Rahab and her family 
were spared because of Rahab’s act of faith.

Rahab’s story makes us realize that God truly does choose the 
foolish, weak, lowly and despised people of the world to be His follow-
ers (see 1 Corinthians 1:26-29). Our background does not determine 
who we will become in the Lord. And we cannot take the credit for all 
that the Lord accomplishes through us.

James concludes, “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith 
without deeds is dead” (James 2:26). Faith that is not evidenced by 
deeds is as useless as a dead body.

2.  Ibid.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on James 2:14-26.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on James 2:14-26 or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application 
did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read James 3, concentrating on verses 1-2.

1. What warning did James have for those who wanted to become teachers in the church, many perhaps because of the prestige they would 
gain? (James 3:1)

2. a. Read 1 Timothy 1:3-7, in which Paul expresses a similar concern to Timothy. How does he characterize the teaching of those who teach 
for reasons other than sincere faith? (verses 6-7)

b. Challenge: How did Jesus judge the teachers of the law in the following passages?

 Luke 20:45-47

 Matthew 23:13-33 (Summarize briefly and write down verse 33.)

3. a. In the Greek text, James 3:2 begins with the word “for,” indicating that it is an explanation of James’ warning in verse 1.1 What does James 
3:2a say we all do, which makes the teacher’s responsibility even more critical?

b. Look back at James 2:10. What does James mean by the word “stumble”?

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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4. In James 3:2, James asks us to imagine a perfect person. What is the most difficult thing this person must be able to control in order to be 
perfect? This is the thing a teacher, in particular, must have under control.

5. a. Read Matthew 12:34-35. What is the source of the words that come from our mouths?

b. How can our hearts and minds be made good so that our mouths will be able to speak good words, according to the following verses?

 Romans 10:9-10

 Romans 12:1-2

6. Personal: Do you serve as a teacher or leader in your church, or would you like to do this? You may not be called or gifted to teach formally, 
but if you are a parent, you are the primary spiritual teacher of your children. How does James’ warning in James 3:1 change your attitude 
toward the responsibility of teaching others about the Lord?

Third Day: Review James 3, concentrating on verses 3-6.

1. What two illustrations does James introduce in James 3:3-4?

2. What application does James draw from the two illustrations? (James 3:5a)

3. What additional illustration does James offer? (James 3:5b)

4. What will an uncontrolled tongue do? (James 3:6a)

5. a. When he speaks of the tongue, James is not really referring to the physical part of our bodies, but rather to our mind that uses the tongue 
as its instrument.1 What is the source of the “fire” carried by a tongue that is not controlled by God? (James 3:6b)

b. Our tongues and minds will be controlled either by the good that comes from God or by the evil that comes from our sinful nature, which 
is influenced by Satan. Read John 8:44. How did Jesus point this out to people who would not accept His teaching?

6. Personal: Our words—which come from what is in our hearts—can either be productive, as when a horse or ship is properly controlled, or 
destructive, like a forest fire caused by a single spark. How would you describe what is in your heart?

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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Fourth Day: Review James 3, concentrating on verses 7-12.

1. Even though people are able to tame all kinds of creatures, what are we unable to control on our own? (James 3:7-8a)

2. How does James describe a tongue that is controlled by man’s sinful nature? (James 3:8b)

3. What does James observe that even Christians may do with their tongues? (James 3:9-10)

4. What illustrations does James offer in James 3:11-12 for why “this should not be”?

5. Again we see the principle that our words come from what is in our hearts. Christians have the presence of the Holy Spirit dwelling within us, 
but sometimes we refuse to listen to Him and allow Him to work in our lives. What do the following verses say about this?

Ephesians 4:30

1 Thessalonians 5:19

6. Personal: Have you been troubled by the inconsistency of the words that you speak? One minute you are praising God for something, and 
a little later you may be speaking bitter or angry words to someone. Confess your sin to the Lord (see 1 John 1:9) and ask Him to help you 
submit to His work in your life, so that your words will always reflect His presence.

Fifth Day: Review James 3, concentrating on verses 13-16.

1. James still seems to be addressing those who aspire to be teachers, those who consider themselves to be “wise and understanding.” How 
should their wisdom and understanding be demonstrated? (James 3:13)

2. The Greek word translated “humility” might also be rendered “gentleness,” but not a passive gentleness growing out of weakness or resigna-
tion. It is an active attitude of deliberate acceptance. So this gentleness is strength under control, the control of the Spirit of God.1 How can we 
learn to be humble or gentle according to the following verses?

Matthew 11:29 (Jesus is speaking.)

Galatians 5:22-23a

3. a. Some of James’ readers were evidently trying to gain prestige for themselves or their groups. What attitudes did this produce? (James 
3:14a)

b. What did they do when confronted with their sin? (James 3:14b)

4. These people are claiming wisdom and understanding, but their lives contradict their claim. What does James say is the source of their “wis-
dom”? (James 3:15)

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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5. a. What is the inevitable result of their attitudes? (James 3:16)

b. Read 1 Corinthians 14:33a. How does this support James’ statement?

6. Personal: Can you identify any bitterness, envy or selfish ambition in your own heart towards fellow believers? Sometimes we try to excuse 
these attitudes by taking pride in our own position—claiming that we are right and they are wrong; or that we would be able to do a better 
job than they are doing. Pray and ask God to help you learn humility and gentleness, and allow Him to handle whatever correction the other 
person may require.

Sixth Day: Review James 3, concentrating on verses 17-18.

1. What is the basic and most important characteristic of true wisdom? (James 3:17a)

2. What are the outward signs of true wisdom? (James 3:17b)

3. Challenge: Look up these words in a dictionary to help you understand what true wisdom produces.

purity

peace

considerate

submissive

mercy

impartial

sincere

4. What quality does James focus on that allows righteousness to grow in our lives? (James 3:18)

5. From James 3:16 and James 3:18, compare the characteristics that stem from the sin nature to that which is given by the Holy Spirit. Then 
compare what these opposing characteristics produce.

6. Personal: Do you see in your life the signs of true wisdom from God that James 3:17 lists? Ask God to show you anything that may block these 
qualities, and to change your heart to allow His righteousness to bear fruit in your life.
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James
Lesson 6

A Warning to Teachers—James 3:1-2
Normally the name “teacher” is a title of honor. We expect more 

from them. We want to be able to look up to them and trust them. We 
expect to learn God’s truths from Christian teachers with proper and 
applicable interpretation from the Bible. They should be an example 
of holy living to us. Their faith in God and His Word should spur us on 
to trust God even more ourselves. In other words, they are not only 
to know and teach the Bible, but they are also to be people who allow 
God to transform their lives by His Word.

Apparently James had learned that there were many in the scat-
tered Jewish Christian congregations who were seeking the prestige 
of teaching in the church, even if they had not been given that natu-
ral ability or spiritual gift. He wrote to warn them that the judgment 
of teachers would be especially strict because greater responsibility 
rests on teachers.

Paul wrote to Timothy about a similar situation in the church in 
Ephesus (see 1 Timothy 1:3-7). He advised Timothy to “command cer-
tain men not to teach false doctrines any longer nor to devote them-
selves to myths and endless genealogies” (verses 3-4). He said that 
the motivation of a teacher in the church should be “love, which comes 
from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (verse 
5). Instead, Paul said, some of the Christian teachers in Ephesus had 
“wandered away from these and turned to meaningless talk. They 
want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are 
talking about or what they so confidently affirm” (verses 6-7).

The Jews held teachers of the law in high esteem. These men 
were intimately acquainted with the Law of Moses. In Old Testament 
times, it had been their responsibility to make copies of the law and 
to teach it to others (see Ezra 7:6,10-12; Nehemiah 8:1,4,9,13). In 
New Testament times the teachers of the law belonged to the sect 
of the Pharisees, who supplemented the ancient written law by their 
traditions (see Matthew 23), thereby obscuring it and rendering it of 
no effect.1

In Jesus’ day, the teachers of the law were the public teachers 
of the people. But, Jesus told them, instead of using their respected 
position to guide the people into God’s truth, “You shut the kingdom 
of heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let 
those enter who are trying to” (Matthew 23:13). Because they had mis-
used their position of influence, they received Jesus’ severest criticism: 
“How will you escape being condemned to hell?” (Matthew 23:33).

1.  Easton, Matthew George. “Entry for Scribes”. Illustrated Bible Dictionary, 
Third Edition. (Thomas Nelson, 1897. Public Domain.)

Next James explains why a teacher’s responsibility is so heavy. 
First, he says, “we all stumble in many ways” (James 3:2). Some-
times we say, “We all make mistakes.” But this misses James’ point. 
By the word “stumble” he means “sin,” as we see earlier in his letter: 
“For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point 
is guilty of breaking all of it” (James 2:10). James is saying that ev-
erybody—even a Christian teacher—is a sinner. And, he continues, 
even if it were possible that someone could always keep from sinning, 
the most difficult thing for that person to keep under control would be 
the tongue. Looking back at whom James is addressing—Christian 
teachers—we see that a teacher’s primary tool is the tongue, so it is 
essential that it be under God’s control. 

Control of our tongues comes about through surrender to the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Without His control and the power of the indwelling 
Holy Spirit no human can tame the tongue, let alone control all other 
areas of life. Paul wrote, “You, however, are controlled not by the sinful 
nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you” (Romans 8:9). 
Thank God for the Holy Spirit’s ministry in your life.

Size is Irrelevant—James 3:3-6
James points out that the importance of something cannot be 

judged by its size. He gives the example of a bit, a metal mouthpiece 
held in a horse’s mouth by the bridle and reins. Although the bit is very 
small, it can “turn the whole animal” (James 3:3). Next, he speaks of 
a large ship steered by a small rudder. On the ships of James’ time, 
the rudder was a small blade on the end of a tiller, extending through 
a form of oarlock from the rear of the ship. Compared to the size of the 
vessel, the rudder was but a minute part; yet it guided the ship “wher-
ever the pilot [wanted] to go” (James 3:4).2 Today, we might mention a 
huge tractor-trailer rig steered by a small steering wheel.

James continues his illustration, “Likewise the tongue is a small 
part of the body, but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great for-
est is set on fire by a small spark” (James 3:5). Think of the power of 
words. How many people have been led astray by the leaders of cults 
and false religions, who use the power of their words to mislead and 
corrupt gullible believers.

Not only can the tongue corrupt others, James said, but the 
speaker’s entire self is also corrupted: “The tongue also is a fire, a 
world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, 
sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell” 
(James 3:6). Of course, James is not really addressing the tongue of 

2.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary
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flesh but rather the person’s mind that uses the tongue as its instru-
ment. So the corruption of the mind corrupts the whole person.

Notice that the source of the corruption is hell—it comes from the 
devil. Our sinful nature is under the influence of Satan. The corruption 
of our minds and hearts by the evil that originates from Satan leads 
to the corruption that flows from our tongues. Jesus addressed this in 
Matthew 12:34-35, “You brood of vipers, how can you who are evil say 
anything good? For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks. 
The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in him, and 
the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in him.” It is only 
as our minds and hearts are transformed by the Lord Jesus Christ that 
we will be able to consistently speak good words.

The Perverse Tongue—James 3:7-12
James points out that people are able to tame all kinds of crea-

tures, yet none of us is capable of taming the tongue. At creation God 
gave man dominion over the animals that he has exercised ever since 
(see Genesis 1:28), but even though man has retained his dominion 
over many kinds of animals, because of the fall man has lost dominion 
over himself. In its natural state the tongue “is a restless evil” (James 
3:8), like a ferocious beast that will not be subdued.1

James 3:8 says the tongue is “full of deadly poison.” Bitter and 
brutal words can actually kill the spirit of a fellow human being and 
bring as much suffering as a knife or a gunshot wound. They are the 
wounds that tear the heart, though outwardly you cannot see them. 
The tongue represents our real self. It expresses our inward ideas be-
ing formulated into words. Only the grace of God and the control of the 
Holy Spirit within us can control the tongue and keep it from becoming 
a cruel weapon. Humanly speaking there is no hope for us! It is only 
as we give our lives to God through faith in His Son, Jesus Christ, that 
He will tame our tongues (see Romans 10:9-10; 12:1-2).

Even though we have accepted Christ as Savior, we may con-
tinue to experience the tongue’s perversity: “With the tongue we praise 
our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made 
in God’s likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My 
brothers, this should not be” (James 3:9-10). Though we are saved, 
our sin nature continues to affect us. As Paul wrote, “For what I do is 
not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep 
on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do 
it, but it is sin living in me that does it” (Romans 7:19-20).

James illustrates the perversity of this state of affairs by facts 
about God’s design of nature: a fig tree cannot bear olives; a grape-
vine cannot bear figs; and a salt spring cannot produce fresh water. 
Again we see the principle that our words come from what is in control 
of our hearts. As Christians, we have the Holy Spirit dwelling within 
us, but sometimes we refuse to listen to Him and allow Him to work in 
our lives, “grieving” Him and putting out His fire (see Ephesians 4:30; 
1 Thessalonians 5:19).

False Wisdom—James 3:13-16
James still seems to be addressing those who aspire to be teach-

ers, those who consider themselves to be “wise and understanding.” 

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.

He says that true wisdom and understanding will be demonstrated by 
the person’s “good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from 
wisdom” (James 3:13). The Greek word translated “humility” might 
also be rendered “gentleness,” but this is not a passive gentleness 
growing out of weakness or resignation. It is an active attitude of de-
liberate acceptance. So this gentleness is strength under control, the 
control of the Spirit of God.2 Jesus said His followers could learn this 
gentleness from Him by taking up His “yoke” (see Matthew 11:29). If 
we are harnessed to Jesus as His disciples, His Spirit will produce the 
fruit in our lives of good deeds done with gentleness, rather than in 
arrogance (see Galatians 5:22-23).

Some of James’ readers were evidently trying to gain prestige for 
themselves or their groups, resulting in “bitter envy and selfish ambi-
tion in your hearts” (James 3:14). Although they took pride in their 
self-proclaimed wisdom, James said, “Such ‘wisdom’ does not come 
down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil” and results 
in “disorder and every evil practice” (James 3:15-16).

Can you identify any bitterness, envy or selfish ambition in your 
own heart towards fellow believers? Sometimes we try to excuse 
these attitudes by taking pride in our own position—claiming that we 
are right and they are wrong, or that we would be able to do a better 
job than they are doing. Even if we feel that Scripture supports our 
position, we are to approach those we feel are wrong in a spirit of 
gentleness and love.

True Wisdom—James 3:17-18
James now describes true wisdom: “But the wisdom that comes 

from heaven is first of all pure” (James 3:17). This does not refer to 
sexual purity, but to the absence of any sinful attitude or motive.3 From 
this inner quality flow the outer characteristics James lists next: “then 
peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, 
impartial and sincere” (James 3:17). These qualities will grow in our 
lives if we submit to the Holy Spirit’s work in us.

Those who have heavenly wisdom are “peace-loving” instead of 
combative, unlike those who are driven by the spirit of selfish ambition. 
They are “considerate,” which means they do not insist on their rights 
according to the letter of the law, but instead exercise love’s leniency.4 
They are concerned about the needs and feelings of others instead of 
themselves. “Submissive” means that they yield to the authority of oth-
ers—first to God, and then to those whom He has placed over them. 
They are “full of mercy”—compassionate and willing to forgive oth-
ers—and “impartial,” which means showing no favoritism. Finally, they 
are “sincere”—honest and without hypocrisy. Wouldn’t you like to be 
known by these characteristics?

Ultimately, James focuses on the quality that allows us to be-
come what God intends for us to be: “Peacemakers who sow in peace 
raise a harvest of righteousness” (James 3:18). Righteousness will not 
grow in us if we “harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition” (James 3:14). 
Instead, as Paul urges, “Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, 
since as members of one body you were called to peace” (Colossians 
3:15).

2.  Ibid.
3.  Ibid.
4.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on James 3.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on James 3 or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did 
you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read James 4, concentrating on verses 1-3.

1. a. Instead of the atmosphere of peace that is necessary to raise a harvest of righteousness (see James 3:18), what was the situation among 
James’ readers? (James 4:1a)

b. What did James identify as the cause of this? (James 4:1b)

2. a. Did their consuming desires and the resulting fights obtain what James’ readers desired? (James 4:2a)

b. James accused his readers, “You kill and covet” (James 4:2). How do the following verses help you understand what James may have 
meant by “kill”?

 Matthew 5:21-22

 1 John 3:15

3. Why were they unable to obtain what they wanted? (James 4:2b)

4. a. Even when they did ask God for things, why did they not receive what they requested? (James 4:3)

b. Challenge: Sometimes we do receive what we ask for, even when we ask with wrong motives. Read Luke 15:11-16. What did the young 
man discover about receiving and spending what he had desired?
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5. The focus of our culture today often seems to be, “Get as much as you can, as soon as you can, and all of that will make you happy.” Read 
Psalm 37:4. How can we learn to “ask with right motives,” so that we will receive what we desire?

6. Personal: Do you have “desires that battle within you”? Our sinful natures are easily influenced by the attitudes of the world, but if you belong 
to God, He wants to bring a different focus to your life. How can you “delight yourself in the Lord”?

Third Day: Review James 4, concentrating on verses 4-6.

1. How did James characterize the true spiritual condition of his readers? (James 4:4a)

2. Challenge: Throughout the Old and New Testaments, how has God illustrated His relationship to His people?

Jeremiah 2:2; 3:14

Ephesians 5:25-27

Revelation 19:7; 21:2

3. a. What attitude did some of his readers have that caused James to refer to them as adulterous people? (James 4:4b)

b. Read 1 John 2:16. How does John define the “world”?

4. James 4:5 is difficult to understand in the NIV. However, the text footnote gives an alternate translation, “Or do you think Scripture says without 
reason that God jealously longs for the spirit that he made to live in us?” How does this reflect the message in Exodus 34:14?

5. God demands the loyalty, love and devotion of His people. What does He give us to help us resist the appeal of the world and remain loyal to 
Him? (James 4:6)

6. Personal: When we love the things of the world—“the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does” 
(1 John 2:16)—we have put something else in place of our love for God. When we attain any of these things of the world, we often become 
proud. In contrast, if we truly see that knowing God is a treasure that far surpasses anything the world offers, if we see ourselves as we truly 
are—sinful, rebellious people—then we will humbly seek God and He will pour out His grace upon us to help us overcome sin and draw near 
to Him. Look at your own heart. What or whom do you love?

Fourth Day: Review James 4, concentrating on verses 7-10.

1. James now issues a series of commands designed to root out the sinful attitude of pride. What is the first command in James 4:7a?
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2. a. Instead of resisting God’s will for us, whom are we to resist? What promise follows this command? (James 4:7b)

b. Challenge: How can we do this according to the following verses?

 Ephesians 6:11-18

 1 Peter 5:8-10

3. a. What is the next command that is also accompanied by an assurance? (James 4:8a)

b. What does James command those who have been involved with worldly attitudes and actions? (James 4:8b)

4. What call to complete repentance does James issue in James 4:9?

5. a. What is the final command, again accompanied by a wonderful promise? (James 4:10)

b. Challenge: Read Philippians 2:5-9. If we follow the command in James 4:10, how are we imitating the Lord Jesus Christ?

6. Personal: Even if we have been Christians for a long time, we may slip into worldly attitudes and become estranged from God. He loves us so 
much that He is constantly calling us back to Him, no matter how far we have strayed. Do you hear His call? Have you followed these com-
mands in James 4:7-10? Which command and/or promise particularly spoke to you today?

Fifth Day: Review James 4, concentrating on verses 11-12.

1. What are we not to do to other people? (James 4:11a)

2. Challenge: Scripture constantly speaks out against this sin, showing that people easily fall into it. What does it say in the following verses?

Psalm 50:19-21

Ephesians 4:31-32
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1 Peter 2:1

3. a. Why are we to stop doing this? (James 4:11b)

b. The law James is referring to here is probably the same law he spoke of in James 2:8. What law is that?

4. a. Who does James say is the only one qualified to pass judgment on people? (James 4:12a)

b. Read Isaiah 33:22. How does Isaiah identify this authority figure?

5. a. How does James bluntly point out the absurdity of a person usurping this authority? (James 4:12b)

b. Read Romans 2:1. How does Paul express a similar thought?

6. Personal: How often do you find yourself criticizing or judging another person, whether verbally or just in your thoughts? Did you ever stop to 
realize why you have no right to do this? If you struggle with this sin, ask God to change your heart so that you express kindness and compas-
sion towards others instead of criticism and judgment.

Sixth Day: Review James 4, concentrating on verses 13-17.

1. What example does James give of the false wisdom that the world promotes? (James 4:13)

2. What is the error of this self-sufficiency? (James 4:14)

3. What should the Christian’s attitude be when planning for the future? (James 4:15)

4. What sin do we commit when we make plans without considering God’s plan? (James 4:16)

5. If we fail to do what we know we should do, how does God view this disobedience? (James 4:17)

6. Personal: James 4:16 is not suggesting that we should never make plans for the future. Rather, we should submit our plans to the Lord, seek 
His will and humbly admit that we are not in control of our futures. What is your attitude toward the future?
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The Source of Quarrels—James 4:1-2

At the end of chapter 3, James laid out an important principle that 
underlies Christian maturity: “Peacemakers who sow in peace raise 
a harvest of righteousness” (James 3:18). But apparently his readers 
were not showing this maturity. James continues in the first verse of 
chapter 4, “What causes fights and quarrels among you?”

We all have an ideal picture of the church. We often think it ought 
to be a group of people who all treat one another with love and consid-
eration. But the fact is that frequently interpersonal relationships within 
the church are no different than those in the non-Christian world—full of 
bickering, fighting, and jockeying for power, wealth, or fame.

James answers his own question, “Don’t they come from your de-
sires that battle within you?” (James 4:1). The Greek work translated 
“desires,” hedonon, means “pleasures.” It is the source of the English 
word “hedonism,” which is the philosophy that views pleasure as the 
chief goal of life.1 We are surrounded daily by appeals to fulfill our de-
sires. Nearly every advertisement and marketing tool is based on this 
principle. It is so easy to fall into this way of thinking that the world 
encourages, and to allow our desires to “battle within” us.

The result of this mindset, James says, is, “You want something 
but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. 
You quarrel and fight” (James 4:2). Now it’s hard to believe that James’ 
readers were actual murderers, but according to Scripture, hatred is 
equal to murder (see Matthew 5:21-22; 1 John 3:15). Have you ever 
hated someone because they had something you wanted but couldn’t 
get? Do you realize that in God’s eyes your hatred is as serious as 
actual murder? What a sobering thought.

Receiving Our Desires—James 4:2-3

The reason his readers do not receive what they desire, James 
says, is “because you do not ask God” (James 4:2). Well, that’s easy 
enough, you may think, I just have to start asking God for what I want. 
But James continues, “When you ask, you do not receive, because 
you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your 
pleasures” (James 4:3). God is not a big genie up in the sky, automati-
cally granting our every request.

Sometimes, even when we ask with the wrong motive, God grants 
our request in order to teach us something. Jesus told a parable about 
a young man who asked for his half of his father’s estate, and the father 

1. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary

gave it to him. The son “set off for a distant country and there squan-
dered his wealth in wild living” (Luke 15:13). After he had spent it all, a 
famine arose. He went to work feeding a farmer’s pigs, yet still suffered 
hunger. He discovered that receiving his desire and spending it the way 
he chose did not bring true happiness and security. Only by returning to 
his father was his life made right again.

The psalmist told us how to ask with the right motives, “Delight 
yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart” 
(Psalm 37:4). The more we get to know God, reading His Word and 
praying, the more our desires will be changed. God knows what will 
make us truly happy and secure, and He will change our hearts to actu-
ally want things that are good for us. Then He delights to give them to 
us in abundance.

Spiritual Unfaithfulness—James 4:4-6

James bluntly calls his readers, “You adulterous people” (James 
4:4). He is not referring to unfaithfulness in their human marriages, but 
rather to spiritual adultery. Throughout the Old and New Testaments, 
God illustrated His relationship to His people by designating Himself as 
the bridegroom or husband and His people as the bride or wife.

In contrast to God’s faithfulness to them, His people continually 
abandoned Him for false gods. Then He called to them with love and 
yearning, “I remember the devotion of your youth, how as a bride you 
loved me and followed me…Return, faithless people…for I am your 
husband” (Jeremiah 2:2; 3:14). In the book of Revelation, John paints a 
beautiful picture of the time when Jesus Christ will be reunited with His 
people, who have been made righteous by His sacrifice on the cross: 
“Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the 
Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready.… I saw the 
Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband (Revelation 
19:7; 21:2).

James continues, “Friendship with the world is hatred towards 
God” (James 4:4). The “world” doesn’t refer to the physical earth and 
the world of nature around us. Rather, it is the world of people in their 
rebellion against and alienation from God. 2 It is the system of evil con-
trolled by Satan—all that is wicked and opposed to God on this earth.3

James 4:5 is difficult to understand in the NIV main translation: “Or 
do you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to 

2.  The NIV Study Bible. See note on James 1:27.
3.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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live in us envies intensely?” However, the NIV text footnote gives an 
alternate translation that ties in to the context of verse 4, “Or do you 
think Scripture says without reason that God jealously longs for the 
spirit that he made to live in us?” The “Scripture” James refers to is 
probably Exodus 34:14, “Do not worship any other god, for the Lord, 
whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.” The believer who has cho-
sen to be a friend of the world has committed spiritual adultery. God is 
a jealous husband, who longs for His people to return in love to Him.

God demands the loyalty, love and devotion of His people. But, 
James says, He will give us all the grace we need to help us resist the 
appeal of the world and remain loyal to Him. All we have to do is to 
be humble—be willing to submit to His desires for us. Even this is not 
something we can do in our own strength, but all we need to do is ask 
for His help.

Submit to God—James 4:7-10
James now issues a series of commands designed to root out 

the sinful attitude of pride—to bring us to a position of humility so that 
we may receive God’s abundant grace. First, we are to submit to God. 
As we do this, we are to resist the devil, who tries to seduce us into 
spiritual adultery.

Many people refuse to believe that there is such a being as the 
devil, or Satan, yet God speaks often of him in His Word (for example 
Job 1:6-12; Matthew 4:1-11). Satan does exist. He is not omnipresent, 
as God is, but he does have demons that he sends out to accomplish 
his work. James 4:7 offers believers the encouragement that God is 
more powerful than the devil: “Resist the devil and he will flee from 
you.” Another verse that promises us victory over any Satanic activity 
or temptation is found in 1 John 4:4, “You, dear children, are from God 
and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater 
than the one who is in the world.” What a privilege to have the power of 
the indwelling Holy Spirit to overcome any temptation of Satan.

Next James urges those who have become estranged from God, 
“Come near to God and he will come near to you” (James 4:8). God 
always welcomes back His prodigal children, His unfaithful wife. He 
longs for a right relationship to be restored. Our part is to sincerely 
repent: “Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you 
double-minded. Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to 
mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord” 
(James 4:8-10).

Some people have a stereotype of Christians as always being 
the way these verses describe—mournful, gloomy, never laughing or 
joyful. But this is not God’s desire. After we have repented, James 
says, “He will lift you up” (James 4:10). In Christ we experience true 
joy and laughter, amazement at what He has done for us, and at what 
He has planned for our future. God says, “For I know the plans I have 
for you…plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you 
hope and a future” (Jeremiah 29:11).

Do Not Judge Others—James 4:11-12
James warns us against slandering, speaking against, or judg-

ing one another. This includes saying anything that may be true in its 

content, but is harsh and unkind in the way we say it. It also prohibits 
judging others in our own minds—those critical, unkind thoughts we all 
have about others at one time or another. Whether any other person 
knows of our criticism or not, God knows our thoughts. Just as hatred 
is as bad as murder in God’s eyes, unkind and critical thoughts about 
others are as bad as physically assaulting them.

In fact, “Anyone who speaks against his brother or judges him 
speaks against the law and judges it” (James 4:11). The law James is 
referring to here is probably the same law he spoke of in James 2:8, “If 
you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, ‘Love your neighbor 
as yourself,’ you are doing right.” If we speak against our neighbor, 
we violate this law, placing ourselves above it and thereby judging it 
invalid.

Only God has the right to judge any person. He is the one who 
made us and gave us His law in the first place. He is the only one who 
is in the position to enforce His law, “the one who is able to save and 
destroy” (James 4:12). It is the height of absurdity to think that any of 
us has the right to criticize or judge our neighbor. As Paul said, “You, 
therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, 
for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning your-
self, because you who pass judgment do the same things” (Romans 
2:1).

Pride and Self-Sufficiency—James 4:13-17

Now James addresses those who make plans for the future with-
out giving God a place in those plans. The example he gives is from 
a business person’s viewpoint, but anyone can have this attitude. In a 
nutshell, it is arrogant self-sufficiency. But here is the problem, “Why, 
you do not even know what will happen tomorrow” (James 4:14). No 
one knows the future except God. 

James describes our lives as a “mist that appears for a little while 
and then vanishes” (James 4:14). God, on the other hand, is eter-
nal. He said, “I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient 
times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do 
all that I please” (Isaiah 46:10).

It is not wrong to make plans for the future, but God wants us 
to be open to His will each day, and to recognize Him in all the plans 
that we make. Our attitude should be like that of Jesus Christ as He 
prayed, “Not my will, but yours be done” to His Father on the night 
before the crucifixion (Luke 22:42).

James concludes, “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought 
to do and doesn’t do it, sins” (James 4:17). In effect he is saying, “Now 
that I have pointed your error out to you, you have no excuse to con-
tinue in it.” Are you making your own plans or looking to God for His 
guidance? Is your attitude, “If it is the Lord’s will, [I] will live and do this 
or that” (James 4:15)? Do you need to stop and talk to God about this 
now? Don’t forget to praise Him that He has a plan for your life! Ask 
Him to reveal to you each day what that plan is, and then obediently 
walk with Him in faith.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on James 4.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Commentary on James 4 or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did 
you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read James 5, concentrating on verses 1-6.

1. Who does James address in James 5:1, and what does he tell them?

2. Challenge: Compare James 5:1 with the following verses from earlier chapters. How did James address his readers (James 1:9-10), and what 
did he advise them to do when they had displeased the Lord (James 4:7-10)? Do you think that James is speaking to Christians or non-Chris-
tians in James 5:1? Do you think he is speaking to everyone who has money or only those who have obtained it unrighteously or abused its 
power?

James 1:9-10

James 4:7-10

3. James now lists the reasons that these people deserve God’s judgment. What are the charges against them in the following verses?

James 5:2-3

James 5:4

James 5:5

James 5:6

4. James said these wicked people had done these things “in the last days” (James 5:3). The New Testament regards the whole period between 
Christ’s first and second comings as the “last days.”1 What do you learn about this in Hebrews 1:1-2?

1.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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5. James also said they had done these things “in the day of slaughter” (James 5:5). It is at the end of the “last days” that Jesus will come to set 
up His kingdom and to judge all men—“the day of slaughter.” How do the following verses confirm the coming judgment?

Ecclesiastes 12:14

Romans 2:5

6. Personal: God will judge every person. The only way we can escape condemnation is by accepting His gift of salvation through the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Jesus already paid the penalty on behalf of every person who will accept His gift. Have you accepted His sacrifice 
for you?

Third Day: Review James 5, concentrating on verses 7-9.

1. To whom does James turn his attention in James 5:7?

2. The word “then” in James 5:7 suggests that James’ readers are dealing with oppression by the wicked people he warned in verses 1-6. What 
does James encourage his Christian readers to do? (James 5:7a)

3. What illustration does James give, showing why we should be patient when we are suffering? (James 5:7b-8)

4. Challenge: We can patiently stand firm because we know that the Lord will make everything right after He returns. What do you learn in Rev-
elation 21:1-5 about that day?

5. a. We are to be patient not only toward non-Christians who oppress us, but also toward what other group of people? (James 5:9)

b. How did Jesus express a similar command in Matthew 6:14-15?

6. Personal: Have you been treated badly by other people, whether Christian or non-Christian? What has your attitude been during this experi-
ence? Based on the Scriptures you have read today, how would you prefer to respond to suffering or irritation? Why not pray and ask God to 
change your heart and attitude?

Fourth Day: Review James 5, concentrating on verses 10-12.

1. a. What is the second illustration of patience given in James 5:10?

b. Challenge: Let’s look at the example of one of the prophets. What did Jeremiah endure as he spoke in the name of the Lord, according to 
the following verses? Did his suffering cause him to give up serving the Lord?

 Jeremiah 20:1-2
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 Jeremiah 32:2-3

 Jeremiah 38:4-6

2. James now gives a third illustration in James 5:11. What different word does James use to describe this person’s response to suffering?

3. a. Challenge: What suffering did Job endure, according to the following verses?

 Job 1:14-19 (summarize briefly)

 Job 2:7

b. Challenge: How did Job’s words in the following passages show his perseverance?

 Job 1:20-22

 Job 13:15

 Job 19:25-27

c. Challenge: James wrote that we “have seen what the Lord finally brought about. The Lord is full of compassion and mercy.” What was the 
greatest blessing Job received in Job 42:5? How does Job 42:10-17 say God rewarded Job’s perseverance? (Summarize briefly.)

4. a. What should we not do to convince others that we are telling the truth? (James 5:12)

b. How does this echo Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:34-37?

5. Personal: James prefaced his teaching against false oaths and vows with the words, “Above all,” indicating how important this is for godliness. 
The Christian should be a person whose word can always be trusted. Do you always tell the truth? Do you follow through with appropriate 
action after giving your “Yes” or “No”?

Fifth Day: Review James 5, concentrating on verses 13-18.

1. What should we do when we face trouble? When we are happy? When someone is sick? (James 5:13-16) 
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2. What assurance are we given in James 5:15-16?

3. James is saying that some sickness may be caused by persistence in sin. What does Paul teach about this in 1 Corinthians 11:27-30?

4. a. James 5:16 says, “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” You might be thinking, “But I’m not righteous.” What does the 
apostle John teach about this in 1 John 3:21-23? How can we become righteous?

b. What does Romans 4:5 have to say about who is righteous? Based on these Scripture verses, are your prayers effective?

5. What illustration does James give from the Old Testament of a righteous man whose prayer was powerful and effective? (James 5:17-18)

6. Personal: Do you pray in all circumstances? As a Christian, you have the privilege of developing an intimate relationship with your heavenly 
Father through prayer. He wants to hear your troubles and your joys, your requests and your praises. It is His joy to give you everything that 
will be good for you. (See Matthew 7:7-11.)

Sixth Day: Review James 5, concentrating on verses 19-20.

1. What does James 5:19-20 teach us?

2. James might be speaking of a true believer who has strayed into sinful patterns or beliefs. Why might some “wander from the truth,” according 
to the following verses?

Proverbs 19:27

1 Timothy 6:10

1 Timothy 6:20-21

3. What do the following verses say we are to do if we realize that someone is wandering from the truth?

Matthew 18:15

Luke 22:32

4. Personal: The “wanderer” in James 5:19 might also be a professing Christian, whose faith is not genuine. They may have been among the 
fellowship of believers for a time, but have never really come to know the Lord as Savior. Do you tend to assume that every person in your 
church or in your Bible study already truly knows the Lord? Remember that it’s possible they have not accepted Christ as Savior and Lord, 
and ask God to give you discernment and wisdom to help them truly come to know Him.
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Judgment of the Wicked Rich—James 5:1-6
James begins by declaring the coming judgment that is in store 

for a particular class of people—the wicked rich. “Now listen, you rich 
people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming upon you” 
(James 5:1). He does not address them as “brothers,” nor does he call 
upon them to repent and change their ways, so it appears that these 
people are not believers.

The Bible does not condemn wealth itself. In fact, wealth is often 
viewed as a blessing from God. Genesis 24:35 says, “The Lord has 
blessed my master abundantly, and he has become wealthy. He has 
given him sheep and cattle, silver and gold, menservants and maid-
servants, and camels and donkeys.” And Proverbs 10:22 says, “The 
blessing of the Lord brings wealth, and he adds no trouble to it.”

However, the Bible also makes clear that the rich are often 
guilty of oppressing and exploiting the poor. James lists their crimes: 
First, “You have hoarded wealth” (James 5:3). In fact, they have so 
much wealth stored up that it has rotted and tarnished, and is go-
ing to waste. Second, “You failed to pay the workmen who mowed 
your fields” (James 5:4). The rich have cheated those who labored for 
them, and perhaps they think they will get away with it, but “the cries 
of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty” (James 
5:4). God is all-knowing and all-powerful, and He will vindicate His suf-
fering people in due time. Third, “You have lived on earth in luxury and 
self-indulgence” (James 5:5). They have given themselves everything 
they desired, “fattening” themselves like cattle, completely unaware of 
their impending doom—“the day of slaughter.” Finally, “You have con-
demned and murdered innocent men” (James 5:6). Perhaps James 
was referring to the murder of Jesus Christ Himself (see Acts 2:22-23; 
7:52), and later of many of His followers, such as Stephen (see Acts 
6:8—7:60) and James, the son of Zebedee (see Acts 12:1-2).

Patience and Perseverance—James 5:7-10
James now returns to addressing his audience of Jewish believ-

ers: “Be patient, then, brothers, until the Lord’s coming” (James 5:7). 
The word “then” suggests that his readers are dealing with oppression 
by the wicked people he has just warned in verses 1-6. Believers who 
are suffering oppression should not try to get even, but are to patiently 
wait for the Lord’s return, when He will make everything right.

Not only are believers to be patient, but we also are to “stand firm” 
(James 5:8). David gives a beautiful picture of this in Psalm 40:1-2, “I 
waited patiently for the Lord; he turned to me and heard my cry. He 

lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; he set my feet 
on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand.” Notice that as we wait 
patiently, it is God who gives us the firm place to stand. It is only by His 
strength and His provision that we are able to do it.

At times believers suffer from or are irritated by fellow believers. 
It may be harder to be patient in this situation than when our problems 
are caused by unbelievers. We think, “They ought to know better! How 
can they be a Christian and treat me like that?” But James says, “Don’t 
grumble against each other, brothers, or you will be judged” (James 
5:9). We are not to openly complain, nor are we to harbor feelings of 
bitterness or resentment. Our heavenly Father knows and judges our 
hearts and thoughts (see Jeremiah 20:12).

James offers a second illustration of patience in the face of suf-
fering—the prophets of the Old Testament who spoke in the name of 
the Lord. Jesus cites the same example in His Sermon on the Mount, 
“Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely 
say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, 
because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they per-
secuted the prophets who were before you” (Matthew 5:11-12). In fact, 
Jesus went on to say, “Woe to you when all men speak well of you, for 
that is how their fathers treated the false prophets” (Luke 6:26). So if 
we are truly following Jesus and speaking what He wants us to say, we 
will face suffering. We will not find vindication during our earthly lives, 
but must patiently wait for our reward in heaven.

Finally, James mentions the example of Job’s perseverance 
through the most terrible circumstances—the loss of everything he 
owned, the death of all his children, the loss of his health, and the 
opposition of his wife (see Job 1:14-19; 2:7-9; 19:17). Job refused to 
blame God for his suffering (see Job 1:20-22), and he firmly declared, 
“Though he slay me, yet will I hope in him… I know that my Redeemer 
lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth. And after my 
skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will 
see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. How my heart yearns 
within me!” (Job 13:15; 19:25-27).

Humanly speaking, we are not able to be patient and persevere 
in suffering, or to refrain from resentment when someone mistreats us. 
But as believers we are given the gift of the Holy Spirit. Galatians 5:22 
tells us that one of the fruits the Holy Spirit produces in us is patience. 
As Paul wrote later in that same passage, “Since we live by the Spirit, 
let us keep in step with the Spirit” (Galatians 5:25). Spending time 
with the Lord, reading His Word, seeking to know and do His will, and 
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praying will help you keep in step with the Spirit, allowing the fruits of 
patience and perseverance to grow in your life.

False Oaths and Vows—James 5:12

James prefaced his teaching against false oaths and vows with 
the words “above all,” indicating how important this is for godliness. 
The Christian should be a person whose word can always be trusted. 
“Above all, my brothers, do not swear—not by heaven or by earth or by 
anything else. Let your “Yes” be yes, and your “No”, no, or you will be 
condemned” (James 5:12). This teaching echoes Christ’s own words 
found in Matthew 5:33-37.

James 5:12 is not a warning against cursing or the use of vulgar-
ity, although those are not things that please the Lord. Rather, James 
is warning here against the casual use of oaths to serve as a guaran-
tee that one’s spoken words or promises are going to be kept. Formal, 
solemn oaths, such as those spoken in a court of law or in a marriage 
ceremony, are not condemned. In fact, the prohibition of false oaths 
gives weight and confirmation to true and godly oaths and vows.

Pray at All Times—James 5:13-18

The first response of a Christian to any situation should be prayer, 
James writes. When we are in trouble—pray. When we’re happy—sing 
songs of praise, another form of prayer. When we are sick—call the 
elders of the church to pray over us. God wants to hear from us in all 
our circumstances, and going to Him in prayer helps us to face those 
circumstances with patience and with joy.

James gives detailed instructions about prayer in the case of 
sickness, “Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the 
church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the 
Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the 
Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. Therefore 
confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you 
may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effec-
tive” (James 5:14-16).

Today we use many names for those who are called to shepherd 
and care for the church of God: elders, overseers, bishops, pastors, 
deacons, to name a few. Whatever their titles, James says believers 
are to pray for one another when there is sickness. Some scholars 
believe that James referred to anointing the sick person with oil as a 
medical procedure, as oil was one of the best-known ancient medi-
cines. Others regard the anointing oil as an aid to faith, an outward 
sign of the healing to be brought about by God.1

James goes on to imply that there is some sickness that is caused 
by sin, so we ought to confess our sins to each other and pray for each 
other in order to be healed. But we should not make the mistake of 
believing that all sickness is caused by sin. We read in John 9:1-3, “As 
he [Jesus] went along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples 
asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was 
born blind?’ ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned,’ said Jesus, ‘but 
this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life.’”

1.  The NIV Study Bible

James 5:16 concludes, “The prayer of a righteous man is pow-
erful and effective.” Wouldn’t you like to know that your prayers are 
“powerful and effective”? Yet the Bible tells us, “As it is written: ‘There 
is no one righteous, not even one’” (Romans 3:10). How can we be 
considered righteous? By believing in the name of God’s Son, Jesus 
Christ (see 1 John 3:21-23).

James gives an example from the Old Testament of a righteous 
man whose prayer was powerful and effective—the prophet Elijah. At 
God’s direction, he told King Ahab, “As the Lord, the God of Israel, 
lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few 
years except at my word” (1 Kings 17:1). Three years later, God told 
him, “Go and present yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain on the 
land” (1 Kings 18:1). God used Elijah mightily, yet Elijah was a human 
being just like you or me. He was very afraid at times, but God met 
him in his need and strengthened him (see 1 Kings 19). It is not by 
our own strength and courage that our prayers will be effective. It is 
God’s power and strength working through us that makes our prayers 
powerful and effective. He made us and knows our weakness, and He 
is pleased to work through us if we will just ask Him to.

Bring Back the Sinner—James 5:19-20
James’ final thought to his readers begins, “My brothers, if one of 

you should wander from the truth…someone should bring him back” 
(James 5:19). Every person in a fellowship of Christians should be 
concerned about the spiritual welfare of every other believer in the 
fellowship. It is not just up to the pastor or the elders to keep track of 
the flock. As Paul wrote, “Therefore encourage one another and build 
each other up, just as in fact you are doing…And we urge you, broth-
ers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be 
patient with everyone” (1 Thessalonians 5:11,14). James continues, 
“Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from 
death and cover over a multitude of sins” (James 5:20).

Some believe that the “wanderer” may be a true believer who 
has strayed into sinful patterns or beliefs. Paul warned Timothy that 
some people may wander from the faith because of their eagerness 
for money (see 1 Timothy 6:10), and others because they have been 
seduced by “godless chatter and the opposing ideas of what is falsely 
called knowledge” (1 Timothy 6:20). Turning this type of “wanderer” 
away from their error may not be a matter of saving them from spiritual 
death, but may save them from physical sickness and death that might 
have been caused by their sin (see 1 Corinthians 11:27-30).

The “wanderer” in James 5:19 might also be a professing Chris-
tian whose faith is not genuine. They may have been among the fel-
lowship of believers for a time, but they may never really have come to 
know the Lord as Savior. The result of bringing this “wanderer” to true 
faith in Jesus Christ is salvation from spiritual death, with full forgive-
ness of their sin.

If you see someone wandering from the truth, pray for them, and 
ask God to give you discernment and wisdom to help them truly come 
to know Him. Don’t ever assume that just because someone has been 
in the church for a long time—even for their whole life—they know 
Jesus Christ as their personal Savior. Thank God for the opportunities 
He gives you to show others the way to true life.
This is the end of the study on James. There are no questions for Lesson 8.
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