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James Bible Study
Session 1: James and His World
Who Is James?
“James” is an Anglicized form of “Jacob.” It is the name of the Israelite patriarch (Gen. 25:26) and was common among ancient Jews. Several individuals in the New Testament bear this name:
1) James, the son of Zebedee and brother of John. One of Jesus’ Twelve Disciples or Apostles. (Matt. 10:2; Mark 3:17; Luke 6:13; Acts 12:2) Remembered as James “the Great.” 
2) James, the son of Alphaeus. One of Jesus’ Twelve Disciples or Apostles. (Matt. 10:3; Mark 3:18; Luke 6:15; Acts 1:13) Remembered as James “the Less.”
3) James, one of Jesus’ four named “brothers” appearing in Nazareth. (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3) Later confirmed by Paul as a “pillar” of the church in Jerusalem. (Gal. 1:19; 2:9) Attendee of the Apostolic Council. (Acts 15:13-21) Had Jesus appear to him post-resurrection. (1 Cor. 15:7) Remembered variously as James “of Jerusalem,” “the Just,” and “the brother of the Lord.” May be the same as (2). 
4) James “the younger,” son of Mary and brother of Joses. (Mark 15:40; 16:1; Luke 24:10) May be the same as (1), (2), or (3). 
5) James, brother of Jude. (Jude 1:1) May be the same as (3). 
There is no shortage of candidates for authorship of the Epistle of James. 
James, son of Zebedee, was martyred at an early date (AD 44). (Acts 12:2) Prior to his death, the Apostles confined their activities to Jerusalem. (Acts 8:1) He died before other congregations needed a written letter. As for James, son of Alphaeus: “There is, however, no evidence that the Epistle was ever assigned to him in the Early Church.” (Tasker, p. 22) Neither is a likely candidate. 
Early Church tradition credits James, brother of Jesus, with writing the Epistle of James. He is regularly named in the New Testament without introduction. (1 Cor. 15:7) Paul acknowledges direct tutelage from James. (Gal. 1:19) He was respected enough to bless the ministry work of Paul and Barnabas. (Gal. 2:9) He concluded the discussion at the Apostolic Council (Acts 15:13-21). This James, a pastoral figure whose authority rivalled the Apostles, is the likeliest candidate. 
James’ parentage – and thereby his relation to Jesus – cannot be certain. 
James, brother of Jesus, stands apart from the obscure James “the younger” whose mother was present at Jesus’ crucifixion. (Mark 15:40) However, Luke simply calls him “James.” (Luke 24:10) This may hint at his being the better-known James, which would make him Jesus’ cousin. (In the language of the New Testament, “brother” could be taken to mean “cousin.”)
The Lutheran Confessions teach that Mary, mother of Jesus, remained a virgin. (SA I 4; FC: SD VIII 24) This rules out the possibility that James was the biological son of Mary and Joseph and a half-brother of Jesus. The “brothers” and sisters of Jesus (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3; Acts 1:14) are not once called the children of Mary. She had no son to care for her after Jesus’ death. (John 19:26) 
According to the historian Eusebius of Caesarea (260-339), James was the son of Joseph. Perhaps Joseph was a widower when betrothed to Mary, which would make James a stepson from a previous marriage. Serial marriages were not unknown in Jesus’ family line. (Matt. 1:16; Luke 3:23) Whatever the case, Jesus was the first son to open Mary’s womb. (Luke 2:22-23) 
From Eusebius we learn that James was called “the Just.” He had the reputation of a pious man both among the Jews who believed in Jesus as well as those who did not. An early tradition indicates that he had taken a Nazirite vow. (Num. 6:1-21) He frequented the Jerusalem temple. James spent so much time praying that, it was rumoured, his knees were as rough as camel’s feet. 
Eusebius again records an incident of the year 62 in which
the scribes and Pharisees made James stand on the temple parapet, and they shouted to him, “O righteous one, whom we all ought to believe, since the people are going astray after Jesus who was crucified, tell us, what does the ‘door of Jesus’ mean?” He replied with a loud voice, “Why do you ask me about the son of Man? He is sitting in heaven at the right hand of Great Power, and he will come on the clouds of heaven.” (Maier, p. 72)
This was not the answer desired by the mob. They shoved him off the Temple roof and, seeing that James survived the fall, they finished the job with clubs. A few short years later, the Jerusalem temple was levelled by the Roman army in the year 70. The Jewish historian Josephus viewed this tragedy as divine retribution for the murder of James the Just. 
The Lutheran Church commemorates James with the liturgical colour Red reserved for martyrs. His feast day in the Lutheran Service Book is October 23rd. 
James’ World of Thought
The Epistle of James is brimming with personality. 
James’ acquaintance with Jesus went nearly or completely back to birth. Ancient Jewish households were not like today’s nuclear families; life shared with extended families was more the rule. James seems to have been present throughout Jesus’ ministry. He was there at the wedding at Cana, (John 2:12) his homecoming to Nazareth, (Matt. 13:53-58; Mark 6:1-6) the Jewish pilgrimage festivals (John 7:3-10), as well as other occasions. (Matt. 12:46-50) James was privileged to meet with Jesus after his resurrection and before his ascension. (1 Cor. 15:7)
James’ was a working-class upbringing in the household of Joseph, a construction worker. (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3) Later in life he took up residence in Jerusalem. Nonetheless, “James is concrete and not abstract in his thought… His figures and his illustrations are taken from rural life, from sea and sun, from domestic life and from public life” (Lenski, p. 512).
James is one of the “pillars” of the Church alongside Peter and John (Gal. 2:9) (Paul would bring their number to four). He has been associated with the Gospel of Matthew. Like Jesus in Matthew, James shows concern about wisdom being active in works (Matt. 11:19; Jas. 4:13). He holds teachers of religion to a stricter standard. (Matt. 23:8; Jas. 3:1) He looks ahead to a judgment in which the meek and lowly will inherit the earth. (Matt. 5:5; Jas. 2:5) 
The Epistle of James is written for conscious Jews who believed in Jesus as the Messiah (Christ). James’ Jewish background shows itself in various ways. Clear allusions to the Old Testament Psalms and Apocrypha abound in the Epistle of James. Most of these consist of practical advice for the believer. James refers to the Christian assembly as a “synagogue.” (Jas. 2:2) He calls to mind Abraham “our father,” Job, Elijah, and (interestingly) Rahab. (Jas. 2:21 25; 5:11, 17)
“The religious and cultural life surrounding the Jerusalem temple remained a significant force in early Christian thinking.” (Scaer, p. 26) James never lived to see the destruction of his community.
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Session 2: A Letter for the Catholic Church
Is the Epistle of James Holy Scripture?
The Epistle of James is likely the first New Testament writing. “As long as the early Christians remained in Jerusalem, none of the apostles would start writing those letters which later would be collected as our New Testament. The absence of the apostles required that the first New Testament writing come into existence.” (Scaer, p. 29) James seems to have taken to writing after the believers were “scattered” during the persecution under Saul; (Acts 8:1) he makes the general address to the “dispersed” Christians. (Jas. 1:1) The author shows no knowledge of other Christian writings.
The Epistle of James is dated AD 40-48, before the Apostolic Council. (Acts 15)
Out of all the books ever written, only a select few qualify as Holy Scripture. The titles of New Testament books may appear haphazard at first glance. In reality, this “canon” (or list of books) was handed down under careful scrutiny. The ancient Church used four main criteria:
1) Apostolic origin. The book needed to be traceable to its original author. The author was a credible source if he had known Jesus, or at least had a near association with the Apostles. James and Paul had received special commissions from Jesus. (1 Cor. 5:7-8)
2) Antiquity. The book also needed to trace back to the era in which the Apostles were living. Latecomers were not permitted for the obvious reasons. 
3) Orthodoxy. Whenever a book appeared, “the most important question to ask about any one of them was: What does it teach about the person and work of Christ? Does it maintain the apostolic witness to him as the historical Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and risen from the dead, divinely exalted as Lord over all?” (Bruce, p. 260) 
4) Catholicity. The book was recommended if it appeared in every Christian church’s collection. (Keep in mind that “catholic” means “universal.”)
The Epistle of James ticks all the boxes. Nonetheless, James had some famous detractors in history. 
Eusebius of Caesarea (260-339) lists the Epistle of James among the writings “that are disputed yet known to most” (Maier, p. 101). Several ancient Church Fathers were either silent about James or hesitated to accept it. “Should these hesitations give us pause about the status of James? No. They were probably the product of a combination of uncertainty about the identity of the author (which James?) and the relative neglect of the book.” (Carson & Moo, p. 631.)
Ancient debates over the canon reopened during the Reformation. Thomas Cajetan (1469-1534) and Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1546) questioned the place of the Epistle of James. Martin Luther (1483-1546) wrote a preface to James in which he famously called it an “epistle of straw” (1522). Years later, Luther had altered his tone: “Though this epistle of James was rejected by the ancients, I praise it and consider it a good book, because it sets up no doctrines of men but vigorously promulgates the law of God.” (Lutheran Bible Companion, vol. 2, p. 695) 
The Lutheran Church observes the principle of Sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”), but ironically has no official canon. The Lutheran Confessions cite the Epistle of James fifteen times. Luther quotes James word-for-word in his Small and Large Catechisms. (LC III 124) 
James confidently wrote the inspired and inerrant Word of God. (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:21)
James’ View of Christ (Jas. 1:1)
James immediately confesses Jesus to be “Lord” and “Christ.” (Jas. 1:1) He refuses to boast of a familial connection to Jesus. He is a doulos, a “slave.” “By the use of this term James places himself on the same level with his readers” (Lenski, p. 519). 
The New Testament authors reserve the title “God” for God the Father, while “Lord” designates the Son. James falls into this pattern. By the time of Jesus, pious Jews had stopped pronouncing the divine name “Yahweh” (Exod. 3:14) when they read the Old Testament; instead, they uttered “Lord.”  (Acts 2:36) Therefore, when a Jew heard kurios, “Lord,” he thought of God. 
Christos is the Greek translation of the Hebrew title mashiach, which means “one who is anointed (with oil).” (John 1:41) Monarchs and priests in the Old Testament were anointed ceremoniously by divine command. (Exod. 28:41; 1 Sam. 10:1; 16:13) Certain prophets also claimed this honour. (Psalm 105:15) Anointing could also serve as a common remedy for illness (Jas. 5:14) or cosmetic. (Ps. 23:5; 133:2; Matt. 6:17) In the abstract sense, mashiach means someone appointed for a certain task. (Is. 45:1) Jesus Christ stands out among the rest. (John 20:31)
The next time James mentions Jesus by name, he expands the title to “Lord of glory.” (Jas. 2:1; 1 Cor. 2:8) “James’s exalted Christology… is firmly rooted in the OT, especially in the idea of ‘the glory of Yahweh.’ In this use, the primary meaning of ‘glory’ is the radiance of God’s invisible splendor as shown in the divine character and deeds, especially in the character and deeds of ‘our Lord Jesus Christ.’” (Adamson, p. 25) 
James’ Audience (Jas. 1:1)
The Epistle of James is one of the “Catholic” (or General) Epistles. These were circulated rather than addressed to a single individual or congregation. 
James may either be speaking only to ethic Jews or to a mixed Jewish-Gentile audience. As bishop, James confined his activity to Jerusalem, the capital of Judea. In this setting the Christian Church was predominantly Jewish. The Epistle of James contains the word “synagogue” (Jas. 2:2) and a reference to the Shema: the Jewish confession that “God is one.” (Deut. 6:4; Jas. 2:19) 
Neither is it entirely clear what James means when he says “in the Dispersion” or Diaspora, which means “ones who have been scattered.” Diaspora commonly refers to the Jewish population living outside of Palestine after the Babylonian exile (597 BC). (Is. 49:6; Jer. 29:5) James may be referring to the believers who were “scattered” after the death of Stephen. (Acts 8:1) 
“James is not addressing a single group of Christians with whose circumstances he is especially familiar, but various congregations of Christians scattered far and wide throughout the Roman world. Together, these groups constitute the people of God who are continuous with the old Israel but consist of all, regardless of their nationality, who acknowledge Jesus as God’s Messiah.” (Tasker, p. 39) Only those who share the faith of Abraham are part of Israel. (Rom. 9:6; Gal. 3:14)
Jesus promised that his Apostles would judge “the twelve tribes of Israel.” (Matt. 19:28; Luke 22:30) Though believers dwell far apart, they will be brought together. (Ezek. 37:21; Rev. 7:4-7)
This confession of Christ Jesus as Lord, yet distinct from God the Father, is what unites the universal or “catholic” Church. According to the Athanasian Creed, “the catholic faith is this, that we worship one God in Trinity and Trinity in Unity” (Lutheran Service Book, pp. 320-21).
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Session 3: A Letter for the Persecuted Church
Who Are James’ Brothers? (Jas. 1:2)
The Epistle of James is addressed to “my brothers.” (Jas. 1:2) The footnotes in the ESV explain that “brothers” is a general term that may include “brothers and sisters.” Although this is often the case in Holy Scripture, James does not seem so inclusive with his use of the term. He writes “brother or sister” in one instance. (Jas. 2:15)
In the language of the New Testament, “brother” need not refer to a biological brother. It could be taken to mean “cousin” or “kinsman” in a broad sense. In a figurative sense, “brother” could be taken to mean a (1) compatriot, (2) a fellow believer, or (3) a colleague. 
(1) James’ reference to Abraham as “our father” (Jas. 2:23; Acts 13:26) shows affection for his Jewish compatriots. The first converts to Christianity saw no conflict between their identity as ethnic Jews and their recognition of Jesus as the Messiah. James does not refer to separate house gatherings (ekklesiai in Greek) which gave their name to “churches.” (Rom. 16:1; 1 Cor. 11:18; 16:19; Philm. 2) The Apostles ministered in Jerusalem, the Jews’ religious and political capital, until “the believers were scattered” (Acts 8:2). 
(2) Bearing this in mind, James can only be addressing fellow believers. He calls Jesus the Messiah. (Jas. 1:1) With the passage of time, the synagogues came to reject that claim. The Rabbinical Council of Jamnia (AD 70) introduced a liturgical “blessing” that no Christian could pronounce. True to Jesus’ warning to his disciples, (John 16:2) “they all shared, as Christians, the hatred which was universally shown by pagans to the Jews; and from the beginning they were themselves subject to persecution, petty or otherwise, at the hands of their Jewish and pagan neighbours.” (Tasker, p. 40) 
(3) [bookmark: _Hlk83659209]James, like Jesus, considers all believers “brothers” (Matt. 25:40; Mark 3:35). However, he may have “brothers” in ministry specifically in mind. Jesus singles out the Apostles as “my brothers.” (Matt. 28:10) Those at the Apostolic Council address each other as “brothers”; their letter singles out “the apostles and the elders” as such (Acts 15:7, 13; 23). “The Christian custom of addressing those who share the common task as fathers and brothers was Jewish in origin.” (Scaer, p. 35) 
The Complete Picture (Jas. 1:2-8)
James opens his epistle with a surprising word play. In the greeting, he uses the standard Greek salutation chairein, which means “be joyful”; (Jas. 1:1) immediately after, James exhorts his “brothers” to “consider it all joy when you meet trials of various kinds” (Jas. 1:2-3). 
It is not a question of “if” but “when.” The Greek word peirasmos has many meanings which come down to “trials” or “temptations.” Epistle of James has in view “various kinds” of trials. These are an inevitable part of Christian life. (1 Pet. 1:6; 4:12) In an echo of Jesus, James pronounces “blessed” “the man who remains steadfast under trial” (Jas. 1:2-3, 12). Believers should not pursue faith-testing situations (trouble finds them). But trials cannot disturb their joy in Jesus. 
“Temptation” is rarely heard outside the Lord’s Prayer. (Matt. 6:13; Luke 11:4) James practically defines the word “temptation”: “each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire.” (Jas. 1:14) Not every desire is intrinsically good and must be fulfilled. (Gal. 5:16)
The Epistle of James lays down the orthodox Christian doctrine that God is not the origin of evil. Rather, “the cause of sin is the will of the wicked, that is, of the devil and ungodly men.” (AC XIX 1) God also did not programme death into creation; death is the result of sin alone. (Gen. 2:17; Rom. 6:23) Martin Luther (1483-1546) quotes James verbatim in his Small Catechism when he explains the Sixth Petition of the Lords’ Prayer: “And lead us not into temptation.” (Jas. 1:13) 
Luther adds the devil and “the world” to sinful desire as tempters. But their assault on Christians drives them to prayer and further reliance on God. “Faith, when it is tested through persecution and endures patiently, reaches perfection and is said to be lacking nothing.” (Scaer, 41) 
Proverbs teaches that “the Lord gives wisdom” to any who incline to ask; (Prov. 2:3-6) and Jesus ups the ante, promising “the Holy Spirit to those who ask” (Luke 11:13). The Spirit imparts wisdom for salvation through Holy Scripture. (2 Tim. 3:15) God is the picture of generosity: “He gives ‘without reservation’ and thus ‘not as upbraiding’ the petitioner, not as scolding him for his lack of wisdom” (Lenski, 528). Luther again cites the Epistle of James in his Large Catechism:
It is therefore a pernicious delusion when people pray in such a way that they dare not whole-heartedly add ‘yes’ and conclude with certainty that God hears their prayer but remain in doubt, saying, ‘Why should I be so bold as to boast that God hears my prayer? I am only a poor sinner,’ etc. That means that they have their eye not on God’s promise but on their own works and worthiness, so that they despise God and accuse him of lying. Therefore they receive nothing, as St. James says… (LC III 24)
First Concern about Wealth (Jas. 1:9-11)
James expects persecution for the Church. Difficult times expose the unreliability of wealth. 
Members of every socio-economic class embraced faith in Jesus. (Jas. 1:10; 1 Cor. 26; 1 Tim. 5-6) Well off Christians have always provided for the Church out of their means. (Luke 1:3; Acts 4:36; 16:14-15; Rom. 16:1-2; 1 Cor. 1:14) Redistribution of wealth is in no wise the prime directive of the Gospel; however, the Gospel moves people to charitable giving. (2 Cor. 9:6-7)
James distinguishes the poor as “lowly” (tapeinos in Greek). This honour Jesus claimed for himself (Matt. 11:29) even as he pronounced a blessing on the “poor.” (Luke 6:20) Mary, the mother of Jesus, sang for joy that God “has exalted” those of “lowly” estate. (Luke 1:52) 
The “rich man” is “brought down” in a sense, “for in Christ he has learned to make a totally different reevaluation of material prosperity.” (Tasker, p. 43) It is not the possession of material blessing, but an excess attachment to it, that condemns. (Mark 4:19; 1 Tim. 6:10; 1 Pet. 1:7, 18) Even the poor are tempted by the sin of envy. There is no eternal security in materialistic pursuits: “its flower falls, and its beauty perishes.” (Jas. 1:11) “The verb for perish (apollumi) is the technical term for those who are consigned to the pangs of hell” (Scaer, p. 49). (Matt. 10:28) 
The Crown of Life (Jas. 1:12-15)
Christians are threatened with confiscation of property, loss of status, rejection by their religious institutions, and, ultimately, execution. Jesus assures the church at Smyrna: “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.” (Rev. 2:10) James likely received this promise firsthand from Jesus as well. Paul savours the image of the laurel wreath sported by victorious athletes. (1 Cor. 9:25) “The crown is the reward of the Christian’s effort, which against the powers of evil is no less agonistic than the athlete’s against his fellow competitors” (Adamson, p. 68). 
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Session 4: Who Do You Think You Are?
Did James Know Greek?
Although James’ native language was Aramaic, a dialect of Hebrew, it is safe to assume he had Greek as a second language. The military conquests of Alexander the Great (356-323 BC) spread Greek (or Hellenistic) language and culture around the Mediterranean Sea. The Roman colonial powers continued to use Greek as the lingua franca. The Jews adopted it as well. “If James wished to address Christian Jews outside Jerusalem and outside Israel, he could address them only in Greek if he wished to be understood by all.” (The Lutheran Bible Companion, vol. 2, p. 680) 
James has already showed his literary skill with the alliteration peirasmois peripesete poikilois, “meeting various trials” (Jas. 1:3). He waxes poetic at several points. Another example is the spontaneous hexameter: pasa dosis agathe kai pan dorema teleion, “every good…” (Jas. 1:17)
A Gift from Above (Jas. 1:16-18)
James addresses his audience not only as “brothers” but “beloved brothers.” (Jas. 1:16, 19) What precedes as well as what follows is of utmost importance. 
The phrase “Do not be deceived” seems to be a stock phrase used by the early Christian teachers. (1 Cor. 6:9 15:33; Gal. 6:7) “The deception involved here is a doctrinal error.” (Scaer, p. 57) James is concerned that his readers locate the threats of sin and death within their own desire. (Jas. 1:14-15) He shares Paul’s pessimism about the human condition. (Rom. 7:24; Jas. 4:1)
It is necessary to comprehend the problem before arriving at the solution. 
Salvation is a free gift that cannot be earned. (Rom. 6:23) The Greek language boasts several words for “gift.” Dorema is the richness of possessing a gift given. The superlative quality of this gift is pointed out with the word “perfect” or “complete” (Greek teleion). (Jas. 1:16) 
James adds “is” to remove all doubt as to the origin of these gifts. They are “from above” (Greek anothen). Jesus refers to himself as the one who came down “from heaven, the Son of Man.” (John 3:13) Significantly, James chooses the expression “brought forth” over “created.” He is not merely referring to the creation of man (Gen. 1:26-27); rather, James has in mind regeneration “from above” by the “will” of God. (John 1:13; 3:3) Although every person must admit to being created by God, only Christians are given a life that is everlasting. (Tit. 3:5-8) 
“Every good gift comes from God.” (Jas. 1:17) The Lutheran Confessions include this passage from the Epistle of James in a string of citations. They prove that “to be born anew, to receive inwardly a new heart, mind, and spirit, is solely the work of the Holy Spirit.” (FC SD II 25-27) 
“Word” (Greek logos) occurs here first in the Epistle of James. The “word of truth” is the agent of rebirth, just as it once formed the universe and keeps it in motion. (Gen. 1:3; 1 Pet. 3:5) 
God will not rescind his gift because he does not change. (Jas. 1:17; Rom. 11:29) Meanwhile believers are, and remain, his “firstfruits.” (Jas. 1:18) The Israelites were commanded to present the first fruits of their harvest. (Lev. 23:9-10) The early Christians applied harvest imagery to their congregations. (Did. 9:4) “Also pagan writers use the plural of this word, but they do so without the far richer connotation that is derived from the Old Testament.” (Lenski, p. 548) 
Doing the Word (Jas. 1:19-27)
“Every converted Christian brings with him into this new life much that is inconsistent with it. This has to be laid aside… He has already, it is assumed, received assurance of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ; but the ethical implications of the gospel he has accepted, and the growth in holiness which it involves are matters to which he must give humble and constant attention” (Tasker, p. 51). The Epistle of James exposes the Christian’s dual identity of sorts. 
Paul repeatedly exhorts believers to “put away” sinful behaviour. (Eph. 4:25; Col. 3:8) The alternative is to “put on” behaviour made possible by Holy Baptism. (Eph. 4:24) Similarly, James begins to drive his imperatives to “beloved brothers.” (Jas. 1:19)
The Good Word contrasts with the angry words that continuously spout from unbelieving mouths. “Never ready to hear and to learn, always quick to talk a lot, even quick to flare up when others will not let him talk, or when they venture to contradict, this person shows himself cheap and shabby and also mean and inferior in his mind. He is not fit to accept the Word in that state.” (Lenski, p. 552) James echoes the warning from Proverbs warns that, “If one gives an answer before he hears, it is his folly and shame.” (Prov. 18:13; Jas. 1:19-21; 1 Pet. 3:16) 
Believers and nonbelievers alike are tempted to express their anger or “wrath,” thinking they have a “just” cause. James is slow to accept that excuse. He cites the Apocrypha: “Unrighteous anger cannot be justified” (Sir. 1:22). As the Jewish Talmud also observes through example: “Thrice was Moses angry, and thrice he failed to produce the mind of God.” (Pes. 66b) 
Only the “meek” – that is, those who are fully aware of their helpless condition – are prepared to receive the Gospel. (Matt. 5:5) Believers must truly “let go and let God.” 
The “implanted word” (Rom. 1:16; Jas. 1:21) is a likely reference to the Parable of the Sower. (Matt. 13:1-15; Mark 4:1-12; Luke 8:4-10) Some of those who heard this parable may have later joined the Church. James knows his audience’s familiarity with the sayings of Jesus. Again, the word of God saves. (John 6:63) “James may not mention Christ by name, but Christ’s Saviorhood, if not explicitly elaborated here or elsewhere, is everywhere implied.” (Adamson, p. 81). 
James is a fluent writer of Greek, but he remains a Jewish thinker. He uses the Hebraic expression “do the word.” This is reminiscent of the prophet Micah’s command to “do justice” (Mi. 6:8); and John the Apostle warns, if we “walk in darkness,” “we lie and do not do the truth.” (1 John 1:6) “Hearing” is different from “listening.” The latter is reflected in a person’s actions. (Matt. 7:24; 1 John 3:18) For James, the “perfect law” and the Word of God are synonymous. (Jas. 1:25)
James’ definition of “religion” comes in part from the Apocrypha, from a book titled Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach. “Be like a father to orphans, and in the place of a husband to their mother; you will then be like a son of the Most High, and he will love you more than does your mother.” (Sir. 4:10) Biblical authors often concern themselves with the plight of “orphans and widows,” who exemplify the underprivileged. (Ps. 68:5; 146:9; Jer. 7:6; 22:3; Jas. 1:27) It was no coincidence that the early Church appointed full-time “deacons” to relieve the widows. (Acts 6:1-6) 
James also defines “undefiled” religion as the opposite of worldliness. (Jas. 1:27; 1 John 2:15-17) “The lambs that were offered under the Old Testament sacrificial system had to be without blemish; so the Christian must keep himself unspotted from the world that he may offer himself a holy and living sacrifice acceptable to God.” (Tasker, p. 55) (1 Pet. 1:19)
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Session 5: Playing Favourites
Did Christians Worship in Synagogues?
Although the Temple at Jerusalem was the only place where Jews were allowed to make sacrifices, (Deut. 12:1-14) other local centers of prayer and instruction became commonplace. These were (and remain to this day) “synagogues” (sunagogai in Greek, literally “gathering-places”). 
Jesus, as an observant Jew, took up teaching in them. (Matt. 4:23; Mark 1:21; 3:1; Luke 4:14-16; John 6:59) “On their part the Christians understood themselves as a movement within Judaism given the obligation of bringing it to a recognition of who Jesus really was. Their assemblies were recognized as synagogues by their fellow Jews, and they had no hesitancy in calling these assemblies synagogues.” (Scaer, p. 73) Those Jews who accepted Jesus as the Messiah naturally continued worshiping in synagogues as long as it was safe to do so. 
Saul had obtained permission from the Sanhedrin to forcibly expel and imprison believers in the synagogues in Damascus. (Acts 9:2) After his conversion, Paul sought out the synagogues for the opposite purpose: to make believers. They were his first stop when he arrived at a new city along his missionary journeys. (Acts 13:5; 14:1; 17:1, 10, 17; 18:4; 19:8; 24:12) Paul and his associates enjoyed varied success. Synagogue leaders were occasionally the instigators of anti-Christian riots. 
James uses the term “synagogue” for the “assembly” of Christians. (Jas. 2:3) He also presided at the Apostolic Council at Jerusalem (AD 48). In the letter issued by this Council to the believers abroad, James makes mention that Moses “is read every Sabbath in the synagogues.” (Acts 15:21) This argument would carry no weight if Christians were not in the habit of worshipping there. 
Other gatherings, made up of exclusively Christians and often in homes, rose to prominence over the first three centuries. These “assemblies” (ecclesiai in Greek) would come to lend their very name to the Christian Church; Church affairs are “ecclesiastical.” 
The Name of the Lord (Jas. 2:1)
James’ second personal reference to Jesus removes all doubt as to the latter’s divinity. He adds “glorious” to Jesus’ title: kuriou hemon Iesou Christou tes doxes, “our glorious Lord Jesus Christ.” (Jas. 2:1) Paul applies the similar title “Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2:8) to the crucified. The author of Hebrews calls Jesus “the radiance of the glory of God” (Heb. 1:3). Peter counts Jesus, in turn, worthy of “praise and glory and honor” (1 Pet. 1:7-8).
In the Old Testament, the “glory of the Lord” indicated God’s presence. (1 Kings 8:11; 2 Chron. 5:14) His “glory” had left the first Temple, only to return when the angels announced the birth of Jesus. (Ezek. 10:18; Luke 2:9) John records that “we have seen his glory, glory as of the only son from the Father” (John 1:14) while describing the ministry of Jesus. 
Jesus connects “glory” with the name of God, and both with himself. (John 12:28; 17:5-6) He gives the disciples the command to baptize in “the name” of the Trinity. (Matt. 28:19) Peter and the Apostles declare that only the divine “name” of Jesus saves. (Acts 4:12) In the Epistle of James, the “honorable name by which you were called” may be a cryptic allusion to Baptism. (Jas. 2:7) The Gospel promise extends, as James himself confessed, to all nations. (Acts 15:14-17)
One can only commit the crime of blasphemy against someone or something with divine qualities. “Likewise James’ reference to the rich who blaspheme ‘the good name by which you were called’, which plainly has reference to blaspheming the name of Jesus… Just as ‘the name’ was a pious Jewish surrogate for God, so for the early Jewish Christians it became a designation for Jesus, the Lord’s Christ.” (Longenecker, p. 45.) (Ps. 113:3) 
Second Concern about Wealth (Jas. 2:2-7) 
James may be dealing once again with economic disparity in the Church. “James does not spiritualize or idealize poverty. Poverty does not guarantee either faith or final salvation; but whereas the rich often have, and they feel they have, a ‘heaven upon earth,’ the poor, in general, are much more likely and eager to believe in a celestial heaven to come” (Adamson, p. 109).
Scripture does not teach that inequity is evil. Varying degrees of blessing will persist in the kingdom of heaven – although blessing will be measured by spiritual, rather than material, means; (Matt. 25:14-23; 1 Cor. 15:41) and will not occasion envy. In this life, however, even believers fight over finances. (Matt. 6:19-24; Luke 12:13-21; Acts 5:1-11; 1 Tim. 9-10) Flagrant displays of economic status threatened the spiritual unity of the Corinthian congregation. (1 Cor. 11:18-22) 
Christian worship is no setting for displaying one’s wealth and others’ lack thereof. Alternatively, the “man wearing a gold ring and fine clothing” (Jas. 2:2) may be a visitor. “The gentleman deigns to look in upon these Christians to see what their worship is like. Paul speaks of such visitors coming into the church of the Corinthians” (Lenski, p. 564). (1 Cor. 14:23-24) It would speak ill of believers if the Epistle of James is describing a real scenario. Outsiders would surely notice. 
The word “criticize” comes from the Greek root krino. James uses this root twice: “making distinctions” (diakrino in Greek) and “become judges” (krites). (Jas. 2:4) “Respect of persons is specifically forbidden in the Mosaic law, particularly in judicial decisions” (Tasker, p. 57). (Lev. 19:15; Deut. 1:17; 16:19; Prov. 24:23; 1 Tim. 5:21) Such a prejudicial attitude is “evil” – even extending to such factors as birth or economic status, or health history. “Is the soul of one worth more than the soul of the other?” (Lenski, p. 566)
It was often the well-off who persecuted believers. (Mark 6:14-28; Acts 19:21-41; 2 Tim. 4:14) Rejecting and hindering the spread of the Gospel was “the supreme offense of these wealthy oppressors, which makes them strange objects for flattery” (Tasker, p. 59). Rather, “Because of their similarity to Christ in His poverty, the poor held the preferred position.” (Scaer, p. 73) There ought to have been no shame about Jesus, who himself lived humbly. (Is. 53:2; Luke 9:58) James reminds about the “noble” name that all Christians bear, (Jas. 2:7) and that true “glory” is found only in the Lord. (John 5:44; 1 Cor. 1:31; Jas. 2:1)
The Law of Liberty (Jas. 2:8-13)
James understands that the Law of God demands perfection. (Deut. 5:32; Matt. 5:28) “For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it.” (Jas. 2:10) Even seemingly harmless sins require forgiveness; (Job 1:5) “to say a law is not a law, or a sin is not a sin is not a sin, can only lead to evil, for example, partiality.” (Adamson, 117) The cryptic “royal law” may hearken back to the giving of the Ten Commandments. (Exod. 19:19:6; 1 Pet. 2:9) It is also quite possible that James “refers to both law and gospel when he speaks of ‘liberty’s law’” (Lenski, p. 574). (Jas. 2:12) He subsumes “mercy” under this “law,” which again may be better translated as the Word of God that gives freedom. (John 8:32; Jas. 2:13)
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Session 6: Faith and Works
Does James Deny Sola Fide?
Side by side, these verses from James and Paul, respectively, seem to contradict each other: 
1) “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” (Jas. 2:24) 
2) “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” (Rom. 3:28) 
The disagreement lies in terminology rather than ideas. Such is often the case in life. 
The consensus at the Apostolic Council (AD 48) was, in the words of Peter, that God “has cleansed” hearts by faith, and that “we will be saved by the grace of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 15:9, 11). James made no protest on that occasion. Recall that James also credits God alone with the power to bring about new life and bestow the Holy Spirit. (Jas. 1:17-18) 
The Epistle of James does not employ the familiar expression dia pisteos, “saved” or “justified by faith”; but rather, ek pisteos, “justified from faith.” Prepositions matter. To be justified (or not) “from” faith carries the sense of deriving the verdict of just (or guilty) from the evidence. 
James has this particular meaning of the term “justified” in mind. In the legal sense, to “justify” is to prove a case in court with evidence. James attaches visual value to works: “I will show you my faith by my works;” “You see that faith was active along with his works.” (Jas. 2:18, 22) Jesus reminds believers to “let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.” (Matt. 5:14-15; 25:1-13)
The Gospel of Matthew also prefers court imagery, chiefly in the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matt.25:31-46) and when the messengers from John the Baptist ask for visual confirmation that he is the Messiah. (Matt. 11:19) Jesus tasks his followers with a similar question. “James assesses faith without works from an eschatological perspective. A faith without works will not stand the test on the Day of Judgment. The word ‘save’ (sōsai) is in the future sense and does not speak directly to Paul’s concern of whether he is justified now. James, like Jesus, views man and his relationship to God from the perspective of the Last Day.” (Scaer, p. 88) (Matt. 12:37)
Even so, in the Parable of the Unworthy Servants, (Luke 17:7-10) Jesus discourages believers from trusting in their works: “We are unworthy servants”. The initial words of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark are: “repent and believe in the gospel.” (Mark 1:15) He credits faith with the power to save (Matt. 8:10; 15:28; Mark 2:5; Luke 7:50) and denounces any notion that believers are self-operating. (John 15:5) Paul confesses that God, in reality, does the “work.” (Phil. 2:13)
Living and Dead Faith (Jas. 2:14-20)
James, more than any other New Testament writer, contrasts living and “dead” faith.  
The oral teaching of Jesus impressed the analogy of a fruit-bearing tree on the early Christians. “Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit.” (Matt. 12:33; Luke 13:6-9) A living tree bears fruit by the course of nature. Similarly, faith without the vital sign of works is “powerless” (me dunatai) to save. (Jas. 2:14) 
At some length the Apology of the Augsburg Confession articulates the Lutheran interpretation of the Epistle of James: “the context demonstrates that the works spoken of here are those that follow faith and show that it is not dead but living and active in the heart. James did not hold that by our good works we merit grace and the forgiveness of sins.” (Ap IV 246) 
James anticipates the verdict Jesus will pronounce at the Final Judgment, which is made public on the basis of how a believer treats those in a position to receive his or her help. (Matt. 25:35-40; 42-45) The New Testament writers wonder how one may ignore the needs of a fellow believer. (2 Cor. 8-9; Jas. 2:15-16; 1 John 3:16-18) James upholds his definition of “true religion” (Jas. 1:27). 
As with the term “justify,” James understands “faith” in a specific sense. “Faith” here seems to be taken to mean mere intellectual assent. The Lutheran Confessions elucidate that:
Whoever knows that he has a Father reconciled to him through Christ truly knows God, knows that God cares for him, and calls upon God. He is not without God, as the heathen, for devils and ungodly men are not able to believe this article about forgiveness of sins; hence they hate God as an enemy, do not call upon him, and expect no good from him. Augustine, too, admonishes his readers in this way concerning the word “faith” in the Scriptures to mean confidence in God, assurance that God is gracious to us, and not merely such a knowledge of historical events as the devil also possesses. (AC XX 24-26)
James is aware of the unenviable plight of the devil who knows but does not love God. (Jas. 2:19; 2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 6) By way of contrast, believers gladly do what God commands. (1 Pet. 1:18)
First Cloud of Witnesses (Jas. 2:21-26)
“Faith is, however, called upon from time to time to show its integrity in special acts of obedience; and this happened when Abraham was called to offer Isaac his son.” (Tasker, p. 69) (Gen. 22) One such instance was during the ministry of Jesus. He accused those who did not accept him, saying: “If you were Abraham’s children, you would be doing the works Abraham did” (John 8:39).
Abraham is the first Old Testament witness in the Epistle of James. (Jas. 2:21-23, 25; 5:11, 17) The (anonymous) author of Hebrews has a longer catalogue of men and their deeds. (Heb. 11) But James is no name-dropper; he dredges up examples only when they are relevant to his point. 
James uses the term teleo, which variously means “complete,” “perfect,” “fulfill,” or “finish.” (Jas. 2:22) It often means “qualify.” Moral perfection is not in view. Jesus himself was “qualified” for priesthood. (Heb. 5:9) The quality of faith – which does not need completing – is shown in works. 
Paul emphasizes inner assurance of salvation; (Gen. 17:5; Rom. 4) James, the outer display thereof.
James’ audience was primarily Jews who accepted Jesus as the Messiah. They share a heritage that traces back to Abraham, whom James identifies as “our father” (Jas. 2:21). “Although Gentiles were not physically descended from Abraham, nevertheless as Christians, who were justified by faith in the crucified Son of God, they are Abraham’s seed, for they have faith similar in character to that of Abraham.” (Tasker, p. 68) (Gal. 3:16) This becomes clear from the following example. 
James also draws Rahab into his argument. “The contrast is deliberate and provocative” (Adamson, p. 133) between her and Abraham. She was a woman of ill repute, and a Canaanite tagged for extinction living in Jericho. However, Rahab was spared because of her display of faith (Josh. 2; 6:17) and even became an ancestor of Jesus. (Matt. 1:5)  
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Session 7: Taming the Tongue
Who Ought to Teach?
James is aware of the unique, divinely instituted rôle known today as “pastor” or “minister.” The Epistle of James includes two terms related to the ministerial office: 
1) presbuteros, “elder” (Jas. 5:14)
2) didaskalos, “teacher” (Jas. 3:1) 
It seems natural that the first century Christians to described their first ministers as “teachers.” (Did. 15.3) Jesus drew attention from the people as a teacher (Matt. 9:11; 17:24; Mark 10:17; Luke 10:25; John 3:2) and later commissioned his disciples with this task. (Matt. 5:19; 28:19; Eph. 4:11) Words related to “teaching” or “doctrine” (didache in Greek) abound in the New Testament. “‘Teachers’ puts the stress on their function of maintaining the doctrinal heritage as it was given them by Jesus through the apostolic tradition.” (Scaer, p. 99) 
The term “elder” is a carry-over from the Old Testament. (Exod. 24; Num. 11:16-25; Deut. 23) The elderly were respected as passers-on of knowledge. However, any “senior member” of the church might qualify regardless of age. The group of about 120 “brothers” who chose Matthias to replace Judas as an Apostle may have consisted exclusively of elders. (Acts 1:15-26) This group did not necessary include those mentioned in the preceding verse. (Acts 1:14) James presumes every congregation has a group of “elders” who engaged in prayer and spiritual care. (Jas. 5:14)
The Augsburg Confession stipulates that “nobody should publicly teach or preach or administer the sacraments in the church without a regular call.” (AC XIV) Only those commissioned by God may be recognized as ministers; (Num. 12; 17; Jer. 23:21-22; John 10:8; Acts 1:24-25) even Paul the Apostle needed to show his divine credentials. (Gal. 2:7) Nowhere does Scripture tout the ministerial office as a goal to which any believer may aspire. (Jas. 3:1; 1 Tim. 3:1; 5:22) Those who view it as a mere device for power have no business seizing the position for themselves.
It should also go without saying, the Apostles never conceived of democratic vote as governing matters of teaching and/or practice. Every Scriptural precedent for the people choosing their own spiritual direction shows failure. (Exod. 32; 1 Sam. 8; 2 Cor. 2:5-11; 2 Tim. 4:3-4) A functional view of the ministerial office opens wide the door to the personal agendas of both laity and clergy. Ministers are teachers – thereby, James’ warning that “not many should become teachers” repeats Jesus’ prophecy that false teachers “will receive the greater condemnation.” (Jas. 3:1; Mark 12:40) 
Small, yet Powerful
The Greek word glossa, “tongue,” is the source of the English word “gloss.” It means both “language” or “common use” (of a word) and the organ responsible for speech.
James illustrates his point with a play on words: “the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great things.” (Jas. 3:5) He draws a set of analogies that range from a horse, a comparatively large creature; and a ship, a large sea vehicle. (Jas. 3:3-4) James does not intend any allegorical meaning behind his choice of images: the point of connection is quite clear. “The bit, rudder, and tongue, therefore, are here mentioned as being alike in one thing, their multum in parvo power. Each is comparatively small, but each produces a great effect” (Adamson, pp. 142-43). 
James’ estimation of the power of speech is not original but always relevant. Taming the tongue is common practical advice that bears repeating. Proverbs declares that “Death and life are in the power of the tongue”; (Prov. 18:21) and, according to the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach, “Many have fallen by the edge of the sword, but so many have fallen because of the tongue.” (Sir. 28:18) 
Total restraint in speech is nearly impossible. “At the original creation man was given ‘dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth…’ It is implied in this verse that this dominion has been retained. All types of creatures, though not all of any one type, can, it would seem, be tamed, and many have actually been tamed by men… Yet because of the fall man has lost dominion over himself.” (Tasker, p. 77) 
James, following Proverbs, compares of the destructive power of the tongue to fire. (Prov. 16:27) He borrows the Aramaic term Gehenna, “hell of fire,” from Jesus. (Matt. 5:22, 29; 10:28; 23:15, 33; Jas. 3:6) Other New Testament authors opt for the Greek Hades; (Matt. 11:23; 16:18; Luke 16:23; Acts 2:27; Rev. 1:18l 6:8; 20:13) but recall that James’ audience is primarily Jewish. 
The expression “wheel of being” (Jas. 3:6) is unique to the Epistle of James. Such an image may be a (Semitic) parallel to the “world of unrighteousness” which it follows. James’ creativity should be appreciated rather than explained here. A wheel is an undivided circle united by spokes. “Because it is the defiler of the whole body the tongue reaches out, ‘setting aflame the wheel of existence.’ You and I do not exist merely as separate entities.” (Lenski, p. 606)
The Epistle of James may be specially addressed to “teachers.” (Jas. 3:1) This would make them James’ “brothers” in ministry; (Jas. 1:2; 3:1) and the gender-specific term “man” (aner in Greek) would be apropos. (Jas. 3:2) If this is the case, then perfection in public speech is not only attainable but necessary. “In light of 3:1 with its special warning for teachers, a perfect (teleios) man would be one who conforms his teachings as pastor to the words of Jesus.” (Scaer, p. 99) 
Whatever the case, this exhortation to tame the tongue well applies to all Christians. The Eighth Commandment guards against wrongful speech or slander. (Exod. 20:16) (Sus. 34-41) “There is nothing about a man or in a man that can do greater good or greater harm, in a spiritual or in temporal matters, than the smallest and weakest of his members, the tongue.” (LC I 291)
Blessing and Curse 
Scripture describes a power of speech that is foreign to modern ears. It comes into relief with the concept of “blessing” and “curse.” Theologians use the term “performative speech”: that is, the words bring about or perform what they describe. 
The Old Testament Patriarchs and prophets employed performative speech. (Gen. 9:25-27; 15:15:19; 27:27-29, 39-40; 48:15-16, 20; 49; Deut. 33) God alone reserves the right to bless and curse; but he can – and does – place his performative speech in the mouths of ministers. (Num. 6:23-27; Matt. 9:8; John 20:22-23; Acts 8:20) Again, James is doing well if he warns ministers against wanton cursing or withholding of blessing. (Jas. 3:9) 
James’ appeal to horticulture in rhetorical questions is reminiscent of Jesus. “Can a fig tree, my brothers, bear olives, or a grapevine produce figs?” (Matt. 7:16; Jas. 3:11) The implied answer is no. This law governs nature itself; even a light volume of salt content contaminates a “fresh” pond. (Jas. 3:12) The application for the ministry is obvious. In some instances, a single fault invalidates the teaching or – if the case involves a gross public sin – even the teacher. 
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Session 8: Wisdom from Above
Who Is Wisdom?
The Epistle of James presents “wisdom” in its opening verses. (Jas. 1:5) This is distinct from knowledge or skill acquired by experience. “Wisdom… refers to the comprehension of the Gospel, made possible by the Holy Spirit, especially as it sets forth Christ in the humility of His atonement.” (Scaer, p. 106) (Dan. 12:3; Matt. 13:54; Mark 6:2; 1 Cor. 1:17; 2:7; Eph. 2:17; 2 Tim. 3:15) Paul gives the “utterance of wisdom” – possibly preaching – a place in Christian worship. (1 Cor. 12:8)
James never personifies “wisdom.” Several Jewish writings up to the advent of Christ Jesus, however, do. (Prov. 8-9) (Wisd. 7-8; Sir. 24:8-10) Wisdom had been long perceived as personal and divine. The New Testament authors readily concluded that “Jesus not only possessed wisdom, was not only a wise man, he was himself God’s Wisdom in person, he was Wisdom incarnate, the Word made flesh.” (Skarsaune, p. 328) (John 1:1-18; Heb. 1:2-3; Rev. 3:14) The Epistle of James describes “wisdom” as “coming down from above,” (Jas. 1:17) in the same terms as the Gospel of John tells of Jesus “coming down from heaven.” (John 3:13) 
Interpreted in this light, Jesus’ mysterious saying “wisdom is justified by her deeds” (Matt. 11:19) may be a self-designation. In the Biblical languages, “wisdom” is a feminine noun (chokmah in Hebrew, sophia in Greek); this grammatical rule in no way attributes femininity to Jesus. 
Blessed Are the… (Jas. 3:13-18)
“James lets the thought of wisdom dominate his admonition, but not in such a way that he speaks of its presence and its absence; in a more striking way he thinks of two kinds of wisdom, one from above, the other not from above, and shows us the products of the two.” (Lenski, p. 614)
The Greek term epistemon carries the sense of “expertise” above and beyond “understanding.” “The reference thus could hardly fit the laity, even those with slightly-above-average knowledge. Rather the evidence points to a group of men who had received their knowledge of Christianity in a precise, detailed manner, over a longer period of time… The recipients of this epistle had probably been instructed by James and the other apostles in Jerusalem” (Scaer, p. 104). A Scripture text addressed specifically to clergy may well contain advice that applies to all Christians. 
Paul lists “gentleness” as one of the qualities of a bishop. (Jas. 4:17; 1 Tim. 3:3) Jesus blesses the “meek” and the “peacemakers” in the Gospel of Matthew. (Matt. 5:5, 9) He exhibited meekness in his own teaching and conduct, (Matt. 11:28) setting a pattern for other teachers of God’s Word. 
James denounces wisdom that is “earthly” and “unspiritual” (psuchikos in Greek). This does not mean devoid of any spirit, but the Holy Spirit in particular. Beware of the claim to be “spiritual but not religious.” (Jas. 1:27) Such people prove their concerns are limited to this present life. “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him” (1 Cor. 2:14). “Demonic” wisdom traces its origin to the “father of lies.” (James 4:14-15; John 8:44) 
The Devil, the World, and the Flesh (Jas. 4:1-10)
James lets loose all his rhetorical skills against contentious congregants. “The twofold ‘whence… whence’ in the Greek without the customary ‘brothers’ reveals the intensity of his feeling, as does the duplication of wars and fightings” (Adamson, p. 166). All conflict is destructive by nature. 
James’ tirade builds a crescendo in a poem. He employs Semitic parallelism: “Ye lust, and have not; / Ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot obtain; / Ye fight and war, yet ye have not, because ye ask not.” (Tasker, p. 86) (Jas. 4:2) Jesus and James teach the proper approach for a believer to receive “good things”: namely, the prayer of faith. (Matt. 7:7; Jas. 1:5-6; 5:13-18)
James traces conflict to its source: seeking after one’s own. (Jas. 1:13-15; 4:1) “No evidence could be more decisive than this for the truth of the Christian doctrine of original sin.” (Tasker, p. 84) (Rom. 7:23; 1 Cor. 6:12-18; Jas. 4:16) The Greek term hedone, “pleasure,” gives its name to the philosophy of ethics called “hedonism.” Hedonism views pleasure as the highest end of all pursuits. The recent tendency in the West, which reduces “pleasure” to sexual gratification, pays ill respect to the diverse world of human thought. Whichever way one defines pleasure, though, hedonism has no place in the Church of any age. (Luke 8:14; Gal. 5:16-18; 2 Tim. 4:3; Tit. 3:3; 2 Pet. 2:13) 
The Epistle of James rosters sensuality, zealotry or partisanship (zelos in Greek), and pride behind heinous crimes such as murder. (Jas. 4:1-3; 6) Sin debars the work of the Holy Spirit who, being God, “yearns jealously” (1 Cor. 6:19; Eph. 4:30; Jas. 4:5). James’ written source for that statement is unknown. He does cite Proverbs as well as Jesus to the end that “God opposes the proud, but gives grace the humble.” (Prov. 3:34; Matt. 23:12; Luke 14:11; Jas. 4:6, 10) 
James addresses wavering faithful as “adulteresses!” (Jas. 4:4) – a favoured expression found among the Old Testament prophets. (2 Kgs. 17; Jer. 3; Ezek. 16, 23; Hos. 1-2; Amos 3) In further imitation of the prophets, James calls his generation to sorrowful repentance. (Is. 1:16)
The Epistle of James sets the “world” in opposition to God. (Jas. 5:4; 1 John 2:15-17; 3:1) Once again, James deals in antitheses: faith and doubting, (Jas. 1:6) rich and poor, (Jas. 2:2-7) God and the devil. (Jas. 4:7) When God is near, resistance to evil is never futile. (Eph. 6:10; Jas. 4:7)
“It may often be that the Christian finds himself quite unwillingly in an atmosphere pervaded by worldly standards. He cannot help being where he is. James is saying that to seek out such company of set purpose is like walking over into the enemy’s camp.” (Tasker, p. 90) Jesus assures that believers may well be targets of malice, even from respectable earthly sources. (Mark 13:9, 11-13; John 16:2-4) “But take heart; I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33)
Speak No Evil (Jas. 4:11-12)
The term “gospel” (euangelion in Greek) is not found in the Epistle of James. James settles on the term “law” (Torah in Hebrew, nomos in Greek) to encompass the whole of God’s Word. (Jas. 2:8, 12) Composing his epistle before Paul and the Gospel writers, he may have confined himself to terms in which his primarily Jewish audience were already accustomed to dealing. 
In this passage, however, James has the legal sense of “law” clearly in mind. (Jas. 4:11-12) The right to pronounce a sinner “damned” is God’s alone. James and Jesus enjoin us to defer ultimate judgment to the one “who is able to save and to destroy.” (Matt. 10:28) 
Even so, James’ rhetorical question “Who are you to judge your neighbor?” (Jas. 4:12) has been much abused. The New Testament does indeed call for discernment on the part of believers. “Preachers are to voice God’s law and God’s judgment on evil conduct in no uncertain terms” (Lenski, p. 638). (1 Cor. 5:12; 1 Tim. 4:2) 
James banishes all false pretenses to wisdom, faith, and possession of the truth. (Jas. 1:22-27; 2:18; 3:13) One may have any of these, but he demands evidence in deeds – which include words. 
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Session 9: This Is the End
Judge Not…?
It was James who asked the question, “Who are you to judge your neighbor?” (Jas. 4:12) This rhetorical question has been torn from its original context and made platitudinal. However, James was not making a categorial statement that all judgment is wrong. If he had been, he would be everywhere violating his own principle! 
Jesus promised his disciples that they would “sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” (Matt. 19: 28) James derived some authority from his association with the Apostles when he assumed the rôle of bishop of the church at Jerusalem. His authority included the ability to foretell of divine judgment just as the Apostles did. (Matt. 10:14; Luke 9:5; 10:9-12; Acts 8:23; 13:50-51) James cautions that certain judgment calls are not the domain of every believer (Jas. 2:4), which are far too often made on superficial or self-interested grounds. Paul, writing to a much different situation, urged all Christians to call out flagrant sins. (1 Cor. 2:15; 5:12-12; 11:31)
The Epistle of James anticipates the Final Judgment with its examples of faith and unfaith as evidence that stands either for or against its audience. (Jas. 2:21-25; 3:13; 4:1-3, 13-17; 5:2-6) James’ verbal chastisements may be interpreted either as warnings to shake believers out of their complacency, or as prophecies of inescapable doom upon hardened nonbelievers. (John 3:36)
A religion without judgment is a lawless, mindless, and (frankly) heartless Christianity. 
Deo Voluntas (Jas. 4:13-16)
James begins with the expression which translates literally as “Come, now!” (Jas. 4:13) This is the classical rousing call to people who ought to know better. He repeats it later. (Jas. 5:1)
The Parable of the Rich Fool imprints itself on the mind. (Luke 12:16-21) Instead of chasing profit (Jas. 4:13), however, the “fool” tells himself to “eat, drink, and be merry.” But this fictional, complacent fool and the real, industrious people whom James has in mind have much in common. “Disregard of God is still the underlying thought; in v. 1-10 God is disregarded in preference to the world, in v. 11, 12 he is disregarded by judging a brother, he is now disregarded when one is planning business – something that is done constantly to this day.” (Lenski, p. 638) “Their resolve, together with the refusal to reckon with death, has a modern ring.” (Adamson, p. 179)
“What is your life?” James answers the question using a Jewish idiom. (Jas. 4:14) “Mist” seems to correspond to hevel, translated as “vanity” (Ps. 62:10; Is. 30:7; Eccl. 1:2, 14; 2:1; 11) but which means literally “mere breath” or “thin air.” (Ps. 39:6, 7, 11) As is his wont, James draws his manner of expression from the Apocrypha. (Wisd. 2:4) “You do not know what tomorrow will bring” is a quote from Proverbs, although James applies it to his own ends. (Prov 27:1; Jas. 2:14) 
James urges believers to surrender their brief span of life to God’s providential care. (Ps. 90:12) James is neither hedonist nor fatalist. He does not consider humans rulers of their own destinies. 
The early Church did not place undue stock in the future. (1 Cor. 7:25-31) Some misguidedly withdrew entirely from earthly affairs such as family rearing and working because they expected the end of the world instantly. (1 Cor. 7:5; 2 Thess. 2:3; 3:6-12) In wise contrast, Paul and the Apostles committed their plans to the will of God. (Acts 18:21; 1 Cor. 4:19; 16:7; Heb. 6:3)
Sins of Omission and Commission (Jas. 4:17)
“Knowing, therefore, what is good to do and not doing it, for him it is sin.” (Jas. 5:17) James removes any excuses for wrongdoing. He makes a remark bearing direct relevance. “This statement about failing to do right could by itself stand as a theme for the entire epistle, as a goodly portion of the readers in giving attention to the rich had neglected the poor.” (Scaer, p. 116) Here, James forms the Scriptural basis for sins of “omission.” That is, it is not enough simply to avoid doing wrong; everyone is held morally accountable for avoiding the right action. 
Lenski denounces a doctrine called “probliliarism”: “In the moral field this casuistry allows one, if he is able to raise some doubt about the full validity or extent of a moral law, to follow his own inclination, i.e., to do or to omit to do on the strength of such a doubt. With this doctrine goes its companion, probabiliorism… How many… follow the same principle in order to justify their own sins of omission or of commission!” (Lenski, p. 643) Feigned ignorance or the temptation to write off an unpopular moral stance out of fear of controversy is exposed. The Ten Commandments bear on a believer’s every interaction, even those perceived to be of little consequence. A saying of Jesus may apply: “One who is dishonest in a very little is also dishonest with much.” (Luke 16:10)
Third Concern about Wealth (Jas. 5:1-6)
The opening verses of chapter five stand in marked contrast to the rest of the Epistle of James. James employs an apostrophe, that is, an address to an absent crowd. “This section is not directed to the congregations or their pastors, but to a group outside of the congregations which was having a negative but persuasive influence on them.” (Scaer, p. 119) James had nonbelievers in mind earlier when he spoke about the rich “who oppress you” and “drag you into court” (Jas. 2:7). 
Jesus tenderly enjoined his listeners to “not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” (Matt. 6:19-21) 
James predicts great distress for those who place their hopes on earthly gain; “howling” is a haunting descriptor of their “weeping” (Jas. 5:1) In a vision from Revelation, a woman “arrayed in purple and scarlet” named “Babylon the great” experiences divine judgment. She represents worldliness: in particular, the companion sins of greed and sexual immorality. John sees in advance that “the kings of the earth, who committed sexual immorality with her, will weep and wail over her when they see the smoke of her burning.” (Rev. 17-18) John’s perspective is eschatological (concerning the end-times); and so, to some extent, is James’. Fire imagery is proof of the everlasting torments of the damned. (Is. 66:24; Jas. 5:3; Rev. 21:15) (Jdt. 16:7)
James, in Old Testament fashion, personnifies injustice “crying out” (Gen. 4:10; 18:21-21; Ps. 18:6) and compares the offenders to a flock “fattened in a day of slaughter.” (Zeph 1:7; Jas. 5:5)The Mosaic Law specifically forbade employers from withholding wages. (Deut. 24:14; Mal. 3:5) The Hebrew title “Lord of Sabaoth,” or “hosts” or “armies,” (1 Sam. 1:3; 17:45; Ps. 46:7; Is. 1:9, 6:3; Jas. 5:4) casts God in a vengeful, militaristic light. There is no escape; it is payback time.
On the other hand, Christians who use their material blessing responsibly will be rewarded in the Final Judgment. Paul exhorts them to be “rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, thus storing up treasure for themselves as a good foundation for the future” (1 Tim. 6:18-19). James chooses not to address (though not denying) the positive uses of wealth.
James Bible Study 
Session 10: The Patience of Job
When Is Jesus Coming (Again)?
James now writes about the Final Judgment with believers in mind. He employs the Greek term Parousia, or “arrival,” only here. (Jas. 5:7) “Parousia is used regularly in the New Testament for the visible return of Jesus on the Last Day… and if often transliterated into English without translation. Among the gospels only Matthew uses the term, but it is used prominently in Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians, a congregation particularly beset with problems on this matter” (Scaer, p. 124) (Matt. 24:3, 27, 39; 1 Thess. 2:12; 3:13; 4:15; 5:23, 2; 2 Thess. 2:1, 8, 9)
The Twelve Apostles witnessed Jesus ascending into heaven. They were told that he would “come in the same way” they “saw him go into heaven.” (Luke 24:50-51; Acts 1:9-10) The Apostles informed James and the community of believers about the Parousia, which will coincide with the Final Judgment. (John 5:26-29; 1 Cor. 15:24-25; 1 Tim. 4:1; 1 Pet. 4:5-7; Rev. 20) 
It became clear that Jesus would not return within the lifetime of the first-generation Christians. Peter replies to detractors by reminding them of the historical timeline of the Flood, and by saying that “the Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness” (2 Pet. 3:1-10). The poetic verse “with the Lord one day is as a thousand years” (2 Pet. 3:9) must not be pulled from its context.
Paul received a special revelation that the “apostasy” and the “man of lawlessness” must precede Jesus’ coming. (2 Thess. 2:1-12) Christians who die before the Parousia are at no disadvantage, while those who are alive should remain “fully aware” (1 Thess. 4:13-5:11; Eph. 5:16). John, who received the revelation that Jesus is “coming soon,” (Rev. 22:7) does not comment on the timing of the event. He rather assures believers that “when he appears we may have confidence and not shrink from him in shame at his coming.” (1 John 2:28; 3:2) 
John also wrote that the Antichrist was “in the world already”; (1 John 2:18-19; 4:3) no one with a shred of respect for the text will gloss over the fact that John has proto-Gnostic teachers in mind, who denied the full humanity of Christ. False teachers share a fate with the devil (Jas. 3:1; Rev. 20:10) and the unbelieving “rich” explicitly mentioned the Epistle of James. (Jas. 5:1-6) 
 “It should not be said that they were certain that they would live to see the Parousia: they were no more certain of it than we are today. The trouble with us is that almost 2,000 years have passed, and we have come to think that the Parousia is still far off.” (Lenski, p. 654) Christians are discouraged from predicting the date and time of the Parousia; (Matt 24:36-44; 25:13; Mark 13:32-37) such attempts in history have repeatedly failed. 
James refers to Jesus as the “Judge” who is “standing at the door,” that is, who may arrive at any moment. (Matt. 25:31-32; John 5:22-23, 30; Jas. 5:8-9) It need not point forward to the Eucharist where the bodily presence of Jesus executes judgment on unworthy participants. (1 Cor 11:27-32)
Preoccupation with the Parousia can be an especially unhealthy and unproductive distraction especially for preachers. “For two reasons James urges patience on these pastors… In the first instance, patience is urged because Jesus is still applying the benefits of His atonement on earth through the preaching of the Gospel, and a premature return would disrupt this work. In the second place, patience is soon to be rewarded by Christ’s imminent return.” (Scaer, p. 124) James turns his focus to ministry in Christian congregations during the interim time. (Jas. 5:14) 
Second Cloud of Witnesses (Jas. 5:7-11)
Initially, readers are encouraged with the easily understood metaphor of a “farmer” who “waits for the precious fruit of the earth… You also, be patient.” (Jas. 5:7-8) This familiarity with the seasonal cycle and the farmer’s demeanour may be a mark of James’ humble, rural background. “Such fruit is ‘precious’ because on its production the maintenance of physical life depends, just as… the blood of Christ is described as ‘precious’ because by the shedding of it, and by nothing else, redemption and the life of holiness have become possible.” (Tasker, p. 118)
The Epistle of James also encourages readers to emulate the “prophets” in the virtue of patience. (Jas. 5:10-11) “Suffering what is bad” (kakopatheo in Greek) indicates persecution. Jesus repeatedly cites the prophets as targets of malice, (Matt. 5:11; 23:29-36; Luke 6:23) and braces Christians for similar treatment. Just prior to his death, Stephen tasked the Sanhedrin with the question: “Which of the prophets have your fathers not persecuted?” (Acts 7:52) James previously warned of “trials” which produce “steadfastness.” (Jas. 1:2-3; Rom. 5:3-5; 1 Pet. 1:3-9) 
James commemorates believers from generations past; “the extensive list of examples of patience and faith under difficulties in Heb. 11 illustrates the importance of such virtues in Christianity.” (Adamson, p. 192) The Lutheran Church continues this tradition of early origin. “It is also taught among us that saints should be kept in remembrance so that our faith may be strengthened when we see what grace they received and how they were sustained by faith. Moreover, their good works are to be an example for us, each of us in his own calling.” (AC XX 1) 
James’ Jewish audience is well familiar with Job’s case of unjust suffering. (Jas. 5:11) He protested unwavering faith in God (Job 1:21; 2:10; 13:15; 14:19; 19:28) and finally received a fit reward. (Job 42:10-16) Ezekiel commends the righteousness of Job. (Ezek. 14:14, 20)
One passage from the Apocryphal book 4 Maccabees has long been used to console believers. Set during the persecution under the Seleucid Emperor Antiochus IV Epiphanes (d. 164 BC), a story relates of seven brothers who were bound for immense torture. They declared with one voice: “For we, through this severe suffering and endurance, shall have the prizes of virtue and shall be with God, for whom we suffer; but you, because of your bloodthirstiness toward us, will deservedly undergo from the divine justice eternal torment by fire.” (4 Macc. 9:8-9)
James sternly warns Christians against the temptation to “grumble against one another.” (Jas. 5:9) He uses the softer term “sigh” (stenazo in Greek), which “signifies the complaints that sometimes flow from the protracted trial of our patience.” (Adamson, p. 191) “During the period of waiting for the Lord’s return, particularly in the days of persecution and severe trial, Christians are tempted to blame one another for the miseries of their present situation. It is this temptation which James seems to have in mind when he says Grudge not against one another, brethren.” (Tasker, p. 120) 
Against human selfishness, James posits that “the Lord is compassionate and merciful.” He directly cites the Psalms. (Ps. 103:8; Jas. 5:11) But, as usual, he is creative and pastoral with it. 
The Epistle of James contains general advice. James does not demonstrate the same level of familiarity with his audience as does Paul. The Epistle to the Galatians elaborates on congregational conflict with graphic overtones; (Gal. 5:5:13-15) the First Epistle to the Corinthians deals explicitly with lawsuits among believers – which scenario may well be hinted at in the Epistle of James. (1 Cor. 6:1-8; Jas. 2:6) Most urgent of all, Jesus instructs believers to first “be reconciled to your brother” before enjoying altar fellowship. (Matt. 5:23-26)
James Bible Study
Session 11 – A Letter for the Holy Church
Does James Mention Sacraments?
The familiar terms “Baptism” and “the Lord’s Supper” do not appear in the Epistle of James. However, it is wrong to assume that the terms by which modern Christians label the Sacraments had the same currency in the early Church. 
James employs the same language as John and Jesus do when they speak about Baptism. (John 3:3, 5; Jas. 1:18) James also reminds believers of the “honorable name by which you were called” (Acts 2:38; Jas. 2:7), which is an allusion to Baptism. “Conversion, calling, church, Spirit, Christ, Father, and Baptism were seen in the early church as closely connected.” (Scaer, p. 78) 
Roman Catholic theologians find warrant for the Sacrament of Extreme Unction, which was codified at the Council of Trent (AD 1545-1563). (Jas. 5:14) That term also does not appear in the Epistle of James. The Catechism of the Catholic Church does not restrict “anointing of the sick” to the end-of-life in doctrine; (CCC 1512) but in practice, it is typically reserved for the dying. 
James prescribes anointing for the patient to be healed. (Jas. 5:14-16) Oil was used both as a medicine and a hygienic product in the ancient world. (Matt. 6:17; Luke 10:34; Jas. 5:14) Believers in Christ have access to another healing agent: prayer. (Jas. 5:15-16) Medical and spiritual care are meant to work in concert. “The fact that natural means are not to be discarded as some fanatics demand the mention of the oil sufficiently indicates” (Lenski, p. 664).
The Catechism of the Catholic Church acknowledges this original purpose: “The Holy Spirit gives to some a special charism of healing so as to make manifest the power of the grace of the risen Lord.” Miracles continue to occur – contrary to the anti-supernatural bias pervasive among churches in the West, including Lutheran. Even so, believers are not to simply expect miraculous healings, least of all as a confirmation that one’s faith is sufficient. “But even the most intense prayers do not always obtain the healing of all illnesses. Thus St. Paul must learn from the Lord that ‘my grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness’” (CCC 1508). 
The Lutheran Confessions ask that a Sacrament involve the promise of grace. (Ap XIII 3) James writes that the patient “will be forgiven” (Jas. 5:16) provided that the rite includes prayer and confession of sins. “Since Jesus is the One who is primarily acting in His church, it is in this sense a sacramental act, a continuation of His earthly ministry of healing.” (Scaer, p. 132) 
Controversialists ought instead to subscribe to the wisdom of Philipp Melanchthon (1497-1560) in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession:
Ultimately, if we should list as sacraments all the things that have God’s command and promise added to them, then why not prayer, which can most truly be called a sacrament? It has both the command of God and many promises. If it were placed among the sacraments and thus given, so to speak, a more exalted position, this would move men to pray. Alms could be listed here, as well as afflictions, which in themselves are signs to which God has added promises. But let us pass over all this. No intelligent person will quibble about the number of sacraments or the terminology, so long as those things are kept which have God’s command and promises. (Ap XIII 16-17)
“Let Your Yes Be Yes” (Jas. 5:12)
James reiterates another warning of Jesus: “But above all, my brothers, so not swear, either by heaven or by earth… or by any other oath, but let your ‘yes’ be yes and your ‘no’ be no, so that you may not fall under condemnation.” (Matt. 5:33-37; Jas. 5:12) The words “above all” signal the close of the body of the Epistle of James. (Jas. 1:2-5:12) 
“This does not mean that abstention from oaths is more important than the avoidance of other sins. The immediate reference is to sins of speech. Both formal and informal oaths were loaded with danger… Paradoxically, swearing not only increases the untruthfulness which oaths are supposed to prevent but also as inevitably leads to blasphemy.” (Adamson, p. 194) The Final Judgment remains in view, with special attention to one’s words. (Matt. 12:37; Jas. 5:8-9, 12) 
The Second Commandment prohibits swearing by God’s name. “The injunction swear not is not a prohibition of oaths altogether. Solemn statements made under oath in a court of law about matters of supreme moment, involving perhaps the life or death of an individual, are not here in the writer’s mind.” (Tasker, p. 124) The Old Testament provides examples of rash vows with disastrous consequences. (Judg. 11:29-40; 1 Sam. 11:24-46; Eccl. 5:4-7) (Sir. 18:23) It is better not to make a promise than to revoke one once made. 
Mutual Consolation of the Brethren (Jas. 5:13-20)
Finally, there are some addenda from James governing Church fellowship. (Jas. 5:13-20)
The Epistle of James previously enjoined contrite sinners to display their sorrow. (Jas. 4:9) The principle is the same: “Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise.” (Jas. 5:13) Paul encourages sympathy and cheerful songs where needed. (Rom. 12:15; Col. 3:16) “As the sufferer turns to God, so does also the cheerful Christian who praises God for the happy days he enjoys.” (Lenski, p. 659) 
The Epistle of James includes the Greek term ekklesia only once. (Jas. 5:14) James possibly has in mind the Hebrew equivalent qahal, which was the “congregation” or “assembly” in which Old Testament worshippers gathered. (Exod. 12:6; Deut. 9:10; 18:16; 23:2; Num. 16:33; 1 Kgs 8:14; Ezra 10:12-14) Believers assembled in Jewish “synagogues” (Jas. 2:2) at the time of writing. 
Every Christian assembly is inseparably bound up with its ministers – called “elders” and “teachers” in the Epistle of James. (Jas. 3:1; 5:14) “Elders were simply pastors and were probably a carryover from the synagogues, from which the early Christians naturally patterned their congregations. The office had nothing to do with their age.” (Scaer, p. 131) “It is significant that the Greek word for priest, hiereus, is never found in the New Testament with reference to the Christian ministry” (Tasker, p. 129). The minister, nonetheless, performs certain “priestly” duties in persona Christi. 
In the Gospels, Jesus institutes the Sacrament of Confession (Matt. 16:19; John 20:22-23). The Epistle of James (Jas. 5:16) for its part does not refer to private confession – much less intercessory prayers to departed saints – “for it commands that the confession be mutual.” (Ap XII 109) 
James once again calls in an Old Testament saint, Elijah, to clinch the case for the power of prayer. (1 Kgs. 17-18; Jas. 5:17-18) Effective prayer can only be made by the just, that is, a person pronounced “righteous.” “Faith justifies, but such justifying faith always exists in a condition of prayer, through which faith’s deepest desires are made known to God.” (Scaer, p. 132) The one who prays can even save a “wandering” Christian. (Jas. 5:19-20; 1 Pet. 4:18; 1 John 4:16) There is no change of subject. That God works through believers and their prayers should not offend. 
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