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Tucked at the end of the New Testament is a collection of letters
that often go ignored. even in the early church, there was probably
more wrestling with these books than there was with the gospels,
the letters of Paul, or Acts. Traditionally, they all have apostles
associated with them—james, Peter, john, and Paul (for Hebrews).
each letter is full of wisdom that leaps across the centuries and
even has some words that may sound foreign to us today.

In scholarly circles, the authorship of all these books is debated,
although not so much in evangelical circles. most evangelical
scholars would strongly affirm the authors of james, 1 and 2 Peter,
and jude as their namesakes. In wider circles, there is discussion
about whether some or all of these might be pseudonymous—
written to represent the authority of these figures after their deaths. 

Hebrews was probably a sermon, and it is near universally
believed that Paul was not its author, although the author may have
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been associated with Paul. Almost all experts would hesitate to
name an author because of our lack of certainty. As to the author-
ship of revelation and the johannine letters, most scholars would
see two different authors for these books. The difference in style
and perspective was noticed from the earliest days of church his-
tory. One of the authors may very well have been john the son of
Zebedee.

If we go with the traditional dating, james and the letters of
Peter must come from the AD 60s at the latest, making them some
of the earliest of the New Testament books. Those who consider
them pseudonymous would date them much later, with 2 Peter then
possibly being the last book of the New Testament to be written.
experts are divided on the dating of Hebrews, with some confi-
dently placing it before the temple was destroyed in AD 70, and
others just as confidently dating it afterwards. The johannine 
letters, revelation, and jude are almost always dated to the very
end of the first century in the AD 90s, making them some of the
last books of the Bible to be written.

In each book we hear the voice of god calling to us. Almost all
of them speak to a time when the church was experiencing persecu-
tion from the outside world. Hebrews and revelation both deal
extensively with opposition from roman authorities. Their audi-
ences were exhorted to continue on in faithfulness, knowing that
god always keeps his promises and will win in the end. First Peter
arguably presents a defensive strategy, encouraging Christians to
hunker down and accommodate the culture on nonessential matters,
while being ready to witness for Christ if called to stand before
rulers.

The letters of john, 2 Peter, jude, and revelation all address
false teachers in one way or another. It seems clear that the second
half of the first century witnessed the rise of prophetic voices and
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itinerant teachers who were teaching false things. The rise of church
structure and authority was probably in large part a response to the
spread of false teaching throughout the churches of the day.

These books also have elements that have long puzzled us. What
is the meaning of the spectacular symbolism of revelation? What
does it mean to say that Christ preached to the imprisoned spirits
from the days of Noah (1 Pet. 3:19–20)? Why did the archangel
michael argue with Satan over the body of moses (jude 9)? Is there
a point where a believer has sinned so much that repentance is no
longer an option (Heb. 12:17)?

We do not have to understand everything in these books to hear
god speak to us through them. On so many questions, we will have
to wait until the kingdom of god to ask the Lord. god directed the
church in its recognition of inspiration, and he placed these books in
the New Testament canon. They are god’s word for us, whatever
the answers to any questions we have. They are the word of the
Lord, and for them we give thanks to god!



1

STARTING WITH JAMES

In this book, we will draw life lessons from the last part of the
New Testament, Hebrews through revelation. james, 1 Peter, 2 Peter,
and jude are called the “general Letters” or the “Catholic Letters.”
Catholic here means “general” or “universal,” the older sense of
the word, not Roman Catholic. All of these letters seem to have
had general rather than specific audiences. In the case of james, it
is written to the “twelve tribes of Israel” (1:1), in which james
probably included the gentiles. In other words, james is pretty
much written for all the Christians at that time.

you may have heard them called the “general epistles” too. An
epistle is a letter that is somewhat philosophical and less situational
in nature. The word probably doesn’t apply too well to these writings.
It’s more helpful to call them the general Letters rather than the

THE LIVING CHURCH:
JAMES
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general epistles. However, they do have a little less of a situa-
tional feel than most of Paul’s letters. most of Paul’s letters were
written to specific churches at specific times, and this fact impacts
their meaning. Paul crafted his message so that it would fit the
community to which he was writing.

Nevertheless, while the general Letters do not necessarily address
the specific concerns of one church, they do reflect their authors’
sense of what needed to be said at a particular time over a large part
of the world. In that sense, they are still “situational” letters but on a
much bigger scale than, say, Paul’s letters to Corinth. james must
have believed that a large number of churches at the time needed
to hear what he was writing them.

So why start with james, when Hebrews comes first in the New
Testament? The reason is that james died in the year AD 62, put to
death by the high priest in jerusalem, in between roman gover-
nors. I tend to date Hebrews almost a decade later, sometime after
AD 70. Since Peter died during the reign of Nero (AD 54–68), 1 and
2 Peter would have to come before then to have been written by
Peter. So we turn to 1 and 2 Peter next in chapters 2 and 3 of this
book.

jude is so intimately connected to the content of 2 Peter that
we look at it next, in chapter 4. Only then do we get to Hebrews,
which will take us two chapters to get through (chs. 5 and 6). The
johannine letters—1, 2, and 3 john—are chapter 7, and seem to
address a specific community, perhaps at ephesus. Then the final
three chapters of this book look at revelation. 

The dating of these books is debated, as so many things about
the Bible are. Some would date Hebrews earlier. Some would
argue that most of these books were written decades after the indi-
viduals died whose names are on them. I’ve put them in this order
because I think it will make sense to those who read this book.



So we begin with james, the favorite book in the Bible for
many. It is a book of wisdom, the “Proverbs” of the New Testa-
ment. It provides numerous tidbits of wisdom for everyday living
that jump across the pages of history from the first century to today.

FACING TRIALS

If you were to write to all the Christians in the world, what
would be the most pressing thing they would need to hear? In
james’ time, he was writing to a worldwide movement under pres-
sure. “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you
face trials of many kinds” (james 1:2). Believers all over the world
seemed to be facing trials.1

Although james addressed the twelve tribes of Israel (1:1), he
probably was including gentile believers, who had been incorpo-
rated into the people of god. After all, there isn’t really anything
distinctively jewish in the book of james.2 It is hard to find many
comments in james that were tied specifically to the world of first-
century jerusalem or that addressed uniquely jewish issues.

We also should not think that the romans had some worldwide
policy against Christians. Christians weren’t nearly that significant
to them at this point. The trials to which james pointed, interest-
ingly, did not come from the government or even “the jews.”
james met his death at the hands of the high priest of jerusalem,
sometime around the year AD 62.3 But there is no clear reference
to the Sanhedrin or the jerusalem establishment in this letter.4

No, the trials james alludes to came from within, or at least
close. It is the wealthy who were the persecutors, possibly rich
patrons within synagogues and churches.5 “Is it not the rich who
are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you
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into court? Are they not the ones who are blaspheming the noble
name of him to whom you belong?” (2:6–7).

In response, james made it clear who the true Patron of every
believer is: “Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers and sisters.
every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the
Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting
shadows” (1:16–17). It is difficult to rely on god, who is unseen,
when someone seen is right in front of you. The “world” is what
we can see. james asked believers, though, to rely on the god
whom they could not see. The same goes for believers today.

james’ thoughts on trials aren’t exactly what most of us would
expect. Trials? joy? That’s probably not what most of us think
when we go through hard times. But if we will let them, trials have
a way of making us mature. For one thing, james said, trials help
us develop patience. In our day and age, when we are so used to
instant gratification, patience can be a rare find. 

As a culture, Americans in particular have not had to learn how
to be patient, and only some of us have learned what it means to
suffer because of sickness or tragedy. more often, we mistake
inconvenience for suffering and being teased as persecution. What
would we do if we ever faced true persecution? What if we sud-
denly had to decide whether to renounce our faith or die by being
burned at the stake? How many true Christians would be left?
What if we faced being taken to death camps like the jews did
under Nazi germany? As it is, many of us have a faith crisis at the
smallest hint of suffering.

james told the Christians of his day that god will generously give
us wisdom to know how to endure trials when they come. james did
not promise that god will take away the trial, but that god will give
us wisdom to make it through the trial. If we endure to the end, we will
receive a “crown of life,” like an athlete who has won a race. “If any



of you lacks wisdom, you should ask god, who gives generously to
all without finding fault, and it will be given to you” (1:5).

james told us that god is not stingy with wisdom. god wants to
help us with all sorts of challenges. We shouldn’t assume god will
bring us this wisdom with some sort of lightning bolt. We may not
hear an audible voice. We may not have a dream, vision, or visit from
an angel. many times, this wisdom will come while we are reading
Scripture. Sometimes he will bring us this wisdom as we are talking
with other people. Sometimes the wisdom will come to us, and we
will not even realize it is from god.

No doubt some with a sensitive conscience have been troubled
by the statement that if a person doubts, he or she will receive noth-
ing (1:6–8). An important thing to remember here is that james
was not talking about some thought that passes through your head.
A double-minded person here is someone with divided loyalties,
someone who is not clear on whether he or she is going to follow
god or not. 

We cannot control what passes through our heads. We can only
control what we do with our thoughts and whether we are going to
put ourselves in the kinds of situations that allow doubts to grow.
The “doubter” james had in mind is not someone with a passing
thought but someone whose final intentions are not clear as to what
to do with those thoughts.

When james arrived at 1:13, he made a sudden turn. Up to this
point he had been using a certain greek word in the sense of a
“trial” or “testing” (peirasmos). In verse 13, he abruptly switched
to another meaning of the word, “temptation.” It is basically the
same word (the verb form, peirazo) only used differently.

If a testing is getting to you, if you are “being tempted,” in that
time of testing don’t blame god (1:13). god doesn’t do that. He
doesn’t try to get people to leave him. He has zero interest in evil. 
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This little statement raises all sorts of questions about places in
the Bible, especially in the early parts of the Old Testament, where
god did indeed seem to provoke people to do evil. For example,
what are we to do with genesis 22, where god told Abraham to
sacrifice Isaac? What of 1 Samuel 18:10–11, where god sent an
evil spirit on Saul who then tried to kill David with a spear?

Different Christian thinkers have dealt with these passages in
different ways. One option is to say that james didn’t really mean
that god doesn’t tempt people. Perhaps james was talking about
what makes a person “be tempted” rather than who has caused the
trial that creates the external context of your inner temptation.
“each person is tempted when they are dragged away by their
own evil desire and enticed” (james 1:14, emphasis added).

Or perhaps the Old Testament at these points only had a partial
understanding of how god does things. For example, 1 Chronicles
21:1 says that Satan tempted David about something, whereas 
2 Samuel 24:1 says god tempted David with. It seems possible
that the earlier parts of the Old Testament did not have a clear
understanding of Satan and may have ascribed to god some things
that, more precisely, were things god allowed Satan to do.6

On the one hand, it would be difficult to say that god never
brings times of testing. Hebrews 12, as we’ll see later, talks about
times when god disciplines us to get us back on track. On the other
hand, god doesn’t ever set us up for failure when we might have
otherwise succeeded. He is not some trickster looking to get us
into trouble.

These are difficult questions. Does god sometimes use those
with an evil heart, like he is said to have used Pharaoh (ex. 9:12)?
From james’ point of view, god only would have used the evil
heart Pharaoh already had. god did not make Pharaoh’s heart hard
in the first place.



In a sense, however, all of these broader questions are a little
different from what james was really interested in. When you find
yourself in a time of trial, how do you respond? If you are tempted
to do the wrong thing, don’t blame god. god is not tempting you,
but your own evil desire is enticing you. “Then, after desire has
conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives
birth to death” (james 1:15).

Failure in the time of testing is not god’s fault. It is because we
have allowed ourselves to be dragged away by our own desires.
To be tempted in itself is not yet sin, we see here. After all, even
jesus was tempted but did not sin (see Heb. 4:15). “you can’t keep
a bird from flying over your head,” so the saying goes, “but you
can keep it from making a nest in your hair.” How do you respond
to temptation? Do you let it go in one ear and out the other, or do
you linger and dwell on it?

Again, james seemed to have had trials of a specific sort and
temptation of a specific sort in mind. In the middle of this discus-
sion, he told believers in humble circumstances “to take pride in
their high position” (james 1:9). By contrast, “the rich should take
pride in their humiliation—since they will pass away like a wild
flower” (1:10). There seems to be a sense throughout james that
most Christians at the time were not in great economic circum-
stances and were being oppressed by those who had wealth.

Our trials will likely be different today, but the same principles
apply. god wants to give us wisdom to make it through the trial.
We shouldn’t think we are doomed to fail. Failure does not come
at god’s command but because we ourselves have given in to
temptation. god wants us to succeed in the time of testing, and he
will give us the power to do so, if we are willing.
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FAITH WITH DEEDS

One of the things that james is famous for—maybe even infa-
mous for—is the teaching that faith by itself is not enough to make
you right with god. “you see that a person is considered righteous
by what they do and not by faith alone” (2:24). Doesn’t this state-
ment go directly against that great teaching of martin Luther and
the reformation of “justification by faith alone”?

Luther himself wondered as much in the early 1500s, when he
accidentally started the Protestant movement. In 1522 when he first
translated the New Testament into his own language of german, he
put the book of james at the end with other books he didn’t think
were as solid as Paul and the earlier parts of the New Testament
(namely, Hebrews, jude, and revelation). He considered james to
be an “epistle of straw” because it seemed to pull against what he
thought Paul taught. meanwhile, when Luther was translating
romans 3:28, he added the word only, which isn’t in the original
greek: “A man becomes right without works of law, through faith
alone” (author’s translation). 

It is a striking contrast, isn’t it—
Paul: “A person is justified by faith apart from the works of the

law” (rom. 3:28).
James: “A man is justified by works and not by faith alone”

(james 2:24 NASB).
Now I don’t personally think Paul and james really contradicted

each other here. But I do wonder if james thought he did. For me,
it is hard to read what james has to say in james 2—especially the
way he used the same exact verse from genesis about Abraham
that Paul did (gen. 15:6)—and not think he was sparring at least
with what he thought Paul was teaching. you might say james was
arguing against a distorted version of Paul.



Why don’t they contradict each other? Because true faith for
Paul absolutely entailed righteous living. Similarly, the kind of
“faith” that james was attacking is a mere belief without anything
to show for it.

It helps to remember that the same word can have more than one
meaning. In fact, the different meanings of a word don’t even need
to have any relation to each other. Over time, words go wherever
a culture takes them, and their new meanings don’t have to have
anything to do with what they originally meant.

The different meanings of the word faith are actually somewhat
similar to each other. So faith can be the pure head knowledge of
james 2:19: “you believe that there is one god. good! even the
demons believe that—and shudder.” The word believe in greek
here is pisteuō, which is related to the word for faith (pistis). To
believe, in greek, basically means “to have faith,” here in the sense
of having a belief.

This is the kind of faith james said cannot justify you or make
you right with god. The demons believe god exists. They would
no doubt get 100 percent on any test you gave them about god,
creation, or pretty much anything to do with theology. But jesus
was not their Lord. They had not put their faith in jesus or god.

For Paul, faith involved a reliance on and a commitment to
Christ. “If you declare with your mouth, ‘jesus is Lord,’ and
believe in your heart that god raised him from the dead, you will
be saved” (rom. 10:9). Declaring someone your lord is not some
“scout’s honor” or “pinky swear” that doesn’t really matter. A
lord is a master, the kind of person you go and die in battle to
defend.

When Paul talked about believing god raised jesus from the
dead, he meant buying the whole deal. god raised jesus from the
dead and installed him as King of Kings over the whole universe.
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That is what you are declaring when you declare jesus as Lord.
you are, as it were, swearing your allegiance to the King.7

By contrast, james was concerned with those who say and
believe all the right things, but their lives have nothing to show for
it. The demons, he said, have that much faith, and they’re still pretty
scared. “Faith without deeds,” james said, “is useless” (james
2:20). “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds
is dead” (2:26).

What does it mean for faith to have works? It means that if you
see someone who is hungry or someone who barely has clothes, you
do something about it. He essentially put it this way: If you know the
good you ought to do and you don’t do it, that’s what sin is (see
4:17). In the 1700s john Wesley recognized this central sense of
what the New Testament really means when it talks about doing
wrong. The sin god is most concerned about is any “voluntary trans-
gression of a known law” of god.8 In other words, when you know
what god wants you to do (or not do) and you do the opposite.

james went further to say that it is not good enough just to keep
one part of god’s law really well. For example, it is not enough to
be really good at not stealing if you are constantly having extra-
marital affairs. And it is not good enough to be really good at not
killing if you hoard all the wealth god has given you and do not
help those in need. This is what james meant when he said, “Who-
ever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty
of breaking all of it” (2:10).

One thing is sure: james and Paul both agreed that we will be
doing the right thing if we love our neighbor (2:8). This is the “royal
law.” As Paul said, “Love does no harm to a neighbor. Therefore
love is the fulfillment of the law” (rom. 13:10).

How do we apply these truths to today? james put it straight-
forwardly: “Do not merely listen to the word. . . . Do what it says”



(james 1:22). “Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and
daily food. If one of you says to them, ‘go in peace; keep warm
and well fed,’ but does nothing about their physical needs, what
good is it?” (2:15–16). We have no business thinking we are right
with god if we do not help others when we can. 

What, indeed, is the heart of true religious practice? Is it sacri-
fice? Is it praying or fasting? Is it going to church? “religion that
god our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look
after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from
being polluted by the world” (1:27).

many Christians today have developed a very negative attitude
toward helping those in need. It is perhaps true that there is a lot of
dysfunction in the way the government helps the poor. But the prin-
ciple is fundamental to the New Testament, and we will find no arti-
ficial distinction in the Bible between help that comes from the
church and help that might come from the state (see Ps. 72:1, 4,
12–13). It is inconceivable that any Bible-believing Christian would
have a negative attitude at least toward the principle that we should
help the poor and the stranger in the most robust sense possible.

TAMING THE TONGUE

Few chapters in the Bible jump off the page as strikingly as
james 3. There are plenty of cultural differences between Bible
times and today, but the difficulty people have with holding their
tongue is not one of them. How many marriages could be saved if
one or the other spouse had been able to control his or her tongue?
How many friendships would still be intact? most of us have had
the experience. We say something and, as soon as it is out of our
mouths, we know we have said the wrong thing.
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james went so far as to say that anyone who can control their
tongue is basically a perfect person. “All kinds of animals, birds,
reptiles and sea creatures are being tamed and have been tamed by
mankind, but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless
evil, full of deadly poison” (3:7–8). What powerful imagery james
gave us in this chapter: “The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil
among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole body, sets the
whole course of one’s life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell”
(3:6).

We know that we should not be cursing other people. We know
that we should not be saying things to others out of anger or jeal-
ousy. We know that our words should be as loving toward others
as our actions.

you may know someone who regularly hurts others with his or
her words and yet seems to have no clue he or she does that. Such
a person may then be genuinely surprised when someone lashes
back. We tend to do it especially with those we take for granted—
family and close friends.

So most of us know what we should do. The big question is
how to pull it off. How can we manage to control our tongues?

god’s power is the first answer. We shouldn’t think that a task
this big is something we can pull off just by trying hard. I suspect
that learning to control your tongue is a harder task than quitting
smoking or something else you might be addicted to.

But there are some strategies. One is to discipline your
thoughts. If you are unloving in your thinking, you are going to
slip at some point with your tongue. By the same token, if you
discipline yourself to think the best of others and only say loving
things when other people aren’t around, you will gradually find
yourself only saying loving things when you are actually talking
to those people. 



Fresh water and salt water don’t come from the same spring
(3:12). We can only pretend to be loving for so long before our real
thoughts and feelings toward others slip out. So we need to work on
who we are in private if we want to be that way in public.

james was especially concerned with what teachers might say
with their tongues. We might immediately think of college profes-
sors, and that is certainly true, but there were no colleges of this
sort in james’ day. He was primarily thinking of ministers and
church leaders. Indeed, james’ teaching applies to any of us who
have influence on others with our words. 

We all have an impact on the lives and thinking of others. We
never know when something we say is going to make a lasting
impression for good or bad on those around us. How many students
remember affirming or disparaging words that were said to them
by some teacher in their early years? yet those same teachers may
not even remember having those students in class.

This is obviously an area of great importance for us to pay atten-
tion to as followers of Christ. We should not only pray regularly for
help in how we use our tongues, but we must work diligently on
our conversation as a personal discipline. We might even want to
ask someone to hold us accountable in relation to the way we talk
to others.

We close this section with the obvious but, again, so difficult
instructions of james in his first chapter: “everyone should be
quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, because
human anger does not produce the righteousness that god desires”
(1:19–20). may the Lord help us do it!
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FRIENDSHIP WITH THE WORLD

Another theme that runs throughout the book of james, some-
times hardly noticed, is the idea that believers should not be “friends
with the world.” rather, we should orient our priorities around god
above. As early as james 1:27, james told every Christian to “keep
oneself from being polluted by the world.” 

james 1:8 refers to a “double-minded” person. In james 4, we
begin to see a little more clearly what he had in mind. “you adul-
terous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world means
enmity against god? Therefore, anyone who chooses to be a friend
of the world becomes an enemy of god” (4:4). This is what james
meant by a double-minded person who doubts whether he or she
really wants wisdom from god to weather the storm.

james warned such a person that god is a “jealous” god (4:5).
This is not a literal statement. It is a picture we can understand. What
james was saying is that you can’t have two masters (see matt.
6:24). god does not share loyalty. either he is your King, or he isn’t.

So what might compete with god for our loyalty? For starters,
selfish ambition (james 3:14). you cannot live for yourself and
also live for god. For one thing, god asks us to live for others
more than for ourselves. All things being equal, the Christlike per-
son lets the other person have the last piece of pie. The Christlike
person lets the other person go first in line. The Christlike person
gives up his or her seat on the bus.

To be sure, it doesn’t do other people much good to feed their
selfish ambition either. One form of justice is letting those who
assume they should get their way really get what they deserve or
have earned. It isn’t truly loving, in the end, to let others run all
over you. We are all created in god’s image—we should not
indulge too much those who want to treat us like dirt. 



Human nature being what it is, though, we have to be very care-
ful here that we are not simply trying to justify vindictiveness.
james gave us the principle: “mercy triumphs over judgment”
(2:13). A person who is Christlike is not overly eager to see justice
done to the sinner or offender. rather, like Christ, we should look
for opportunities to show mercy. “judgment without mercy will be
shown to anyone who has not been merciful” (2:13).

A bias toward others is thus a central part of loyalty to god. It is
diametrically opposite to a love of the world, which is envious and
ambitious only for what is to one’s own personal advantage (3:14).
“Such ‘wisdom’ does not come down from heaven but is earthly,
unspiritual, demonic. For where you have envy and selfish ambition,
there you find disorder and every evil practice” (3:15–16).

By contrast, “the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all
pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and
good fruit, impartial and sincere. Peacemakers who sow in peace reap
a harvest of righteousness” (3:17–18). How could I put it any better
than simply to quote james? When we have the Spirit inside us, god
has planted the seed of this way of life within us. Our job is, by god’s
power, to submit to this seed of god, the Holy Spirit (1:21).

james implied that the person who truly wants to resist these
sorts of temptations will be able to. “Submit yourselves, then, to
god. resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come near to god
and he will come near to you” (4:7–8). Have you failed in the past?
god is a god of mercy. “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and
he will lift you up” (4:10).

For james, one of the key signs of friendship with the world is
a selfish love of wealth and material possessions. In our often afflu-
ent American Christianity, we are prone to ignore how critical
james was in this letter toward those with wealth. We can imagine
that, in his day, the wealthy in general were not very righteous in
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the way they used their resources. james seemed to have assumed
that if you are wealthy, you are probably ungodly.

“Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the
misery that is coming on you. your wealth has rotted, and moths
have eaten your clothes” (5:1–2). In his context, james assumed
such a person would be unjust: “The wages you failed to pay the
workers who mowed your fields are crying out against you”
(5:4). james was no doubt thinking of the Sanhedrin and the Sad-
ducees when he associated the rich with those who put jesus to
death (5:6). In his context, james assumed that a rich person will
be someone who plans without taking god’s will into account
(4:13–17).

It seems more possible today that a wealthy person might be
godly, given the fact that our economy and reach is on a scale they
couldn’t have imagined two thousand years ago. james made it
very clear what values a Christian businessperson should have
today. First, it is important for Christian employers to pay a liv-
ing wage to their employees, something they can actually live on.
Second, it is important for Christians with resources to be mindful
of god’s will in their planning.

I had a grandfather who would almost never make a direct state-
ment of what he was going to do. Almost every plan he stated
included the words “Lord willing” at the end. No matter who we
are, this should be the spirit with which we approach life. We
should never assume we are the ones in control of what we are
going to do. everything we plan must have the footnote that the
plan assumes god is willing.

meanwhile, james 2 warns Christians about showing favoritism
to people just because they have money. He pictured a situation
where a wealthy individual walks into a Christian gathering, and
the leaders of the church give the best seat to the man with a gold



ring and fine clothes. For some, it might be hard to imagine this
sort of thing happening. For others, it may actually be relevant. 

In many congregations, a person who is not dressed properly is
urged to go home and change clothes or is not welcome at all.
Without question, there are churches where certain individuals
expect special treatment because of how much they give or how
much they supposedly do for the church. Amazingly, there was
actually a time in American church history where churches paid
the bills by selling the best seats in the church to those who could
afford to pay for them.

james was not ambiguous at all: Church is no place for favoritism
(2:9)! In fact, “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?” (2:5). 

There are, no doubt, some areas today where we have blind
spots. Usually these are areas where we get very angry for some-
one to suggest we are prejudiced or showing favoritism. How
upsetting it is to some to suggest that god might love the undocu-
mented immigrant just as much as he loves the person who was
born here. How upsetting it is to some to suggest that god doesn’t
favor Americans over mexicans or russians. As Peter put it in Acts
10:34–35, “I now realize how true it is that god does not show
favoritism but accepts from every nation the one who fears him
and does what is right.”

It is the same way with the truth. The truth does not show
favoritism. An imbecile can get something right that a genius gets
wrong. A completely uneducated person can get the right answer,
while a professor with a doctorate gets it wrong. The truth does
not show favoritism, just like god.
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IN THE MEANTIME

james ended with an admonition that is very similar to several
of the other writings we will look at in this book. “Be patient,”
james told Christians around the world (5:7). The farmer doesn’t
get a crop right away. The farmer has to be patient and wait for the
rains to come. So, too, james urged believers around the world, “Be
patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near” (5:8).

He gave job as an example. job suffered unjustly, just like so
many of the prophets did. In the end, the Lord delivered job. So
Christians may or may not be delivered in this life, but they will
find deliverance in the next age, if they do not in this one. “The
Lord is full of compassion and mercy” (5:11), and “The judge is
standing at the door!” (5:9).

In the meantime, we may set to grumbling against each other
(5:9). In desperation, we may do things we shouldn’t. We may turn
on each other. We may sell our souls to survive.

james ended on a redemptive note. If someone wanders from the
truth, our main goal should be to bring that person back, not to see
him or her punished. “remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from
the error of their way will save them from death and cover over a
multitude of sins” (5:20).

james also made a startling connection between sin and sick-
ness. The elders of a community, something like the wise leaders of
a local congregation, should anoint and pray over someone who is
sick. Not only is there hope that god will heal that person of the ill-
ness, but that person’s sins will be forgiven as well, which james
seemed to have associated with the sickness. Not all sickness is a
result of sin, but apparently some is. “Therefore confess your sins to
each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed”
(5:16).



god has given us the incredible gift of prayer. He actually lets
us take part in what happens in this world. Because god wants us
to participate in his plans, “the prayer of a righteous person is pow-
erful and effective” (5:16). Didn’t god listen to elijah when he
prayed first to stop and then to start the rain?

What a great and loving god we have, who doesn’t simply dic-
tate his will to us but wants us to mature and make good choices on
our own. He listens to our prayers and lets them impact his deci-
sions. He does not want us to fail. He does not try to get us to fail by
tempting us. But he does give us the freedom to follow our own evil
desires. That path will inevitably end in destruction and judgment.
But even after failure, he is still delighted to show us mercy rather
than justice. What a wonderful god we serve!

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

How do the troubles and trials of your life measure up against
the trials of the early church? Are you able to face them with joy?
Is there any trouble you are facing for which you need wisdom
from god? Have you sought it?

Where is your loyalty? Do you try to serve god on the side, or
does he have your total loyalty as his servant? 

How are you at disciplining your tongue? Is this an area where
you need to begin to seek god’s grace, personal discipline, and the
accountability of others? If so, resolve to do so!

Is your friendship with god tainted in any way by your friend-
ship with the world? Do you love money, power, or possessions
more than helping others or serving god? Is god always a part of
your earthly planning?

32 |    The Early Church—Letters to the Body of Christ



Join New Testament scholar Kenneth Schenck on a journey through thirty
days of deeper devotion in these crucial days for Christ’s expanding mission.
Each devotion will challenge you to engage, examine, and explore the
Spirit’s work in the church and in your life.

Our Walk, a journey through the book of James, offers readers in-depth
devotions based on the wisdom for everyday living found in this Epistle.
James wrote to believers, teaching them to develop patience, endurance,
and perseverance. These lessons are still relevant for believers today.

Our Future, a journey though the book of Revelation, helps readers go
deeper in their understanding of the end times and final judgment.
Schenck presents this apocalyptic message for readers to discover new
truths and apply this knowledge in a practical way.

Our Walk: Our Future:
Reflections on the Early Church Reflections on the Early Church

978-0-89827-939-9 978-0-89827-941-2
978-0-89827-940-5 (e-book) 978-0-89827-942-9 (e-book)

Deeper Devotions on the Early Church

1 .800.493.7539 wphstore.com


