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INTRODUCTION

the book of James is a collection of wisdom that we
traditionally associate with the James who was the leader
of the church of Jerusalem. Paul called him “the Lord’s
brother” in Galatians 1:19, so he was likely the same
James mentioned in Matthew 13:55. Jesus’ mother and
brothers did not fully understand Jesus’ mission while he
was on earth, but they came to believe Jesus was the
Messiah after his death and resurrection. James would
go on to become the leader of the christian community
in Jerusalem.

since the churches of Jerusalem likely met in houses,
there were, no doubt, many of them, and they would have
been overwhelmingly, if not entirely, Jewish. the conflict
in Acts 6 suggests that James was primarily connected

5



with the house churches where Aramaic was spoken,
which was probably the majority of them. Following the
general pattern of Jerusalem leadership, the Jerusalem
community of believers was probably guided by a council
of elders (Acts 15:4; 21:18), over which James likely
presided. 

James died around the year AD 62. In between Roman
governors, the high priest of Jerusalem had him put to
death. this fact suggests that the high priest saw him as
a threat in some way but did not want to confront him
through the Roman system. With a Roman governor
present, he would have had to obtain permission to have
someone put to death.

While it is possible to outline the book of James, it is
not a letter quite like Paul’s letters. It is rather a collec-
tion of wisdom on themes like trials and temptations, the
need to put personal faith into action, the importance of
controlling the tongue, and the need to rely on God
rather than worldly wealth. A couple verses capture most
of the teaching of this collection.

One is James 1:19: “My dear brothers and sisters, take
note of this: everyone should be quick to listen, slow to
speak and slow to become angry.” Another is James 1:17:
“every good and perfect gift is from above,  coming
down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does
not change like shifting shadows.” While it is tempting
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to rely on the easy way to find a source for our needs—
which in James’ day was the rich patron—we should rely
on God. God is the one who gives every good and perfect
gift. By contrast, “friendship with the world means enmity
against God” (James 4:4).

this book presents six weeks of Bible studies that
walk through the book of James in the new testament.
each individual week has five devotionals, looking at a
number of verses each day. the aim is to experience life
transformation by hearing God speak to us through the
words he revealed to the audience of James in the first
century of the church. We want to hear God speak to us
through scripture and then live faithfully to his Word
through the power of the holy spirit.
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Week 1

ENDURING TRIALS
James 1:1–18

Blessed is the one who perseveres under 
trial because, having stood the test, that person 

will receive the crown of life that the Lord 
has promised to those who love him.

—JAMes 1:12



Day 1

JOYFUL TRIALS
James 1:1–4

INTRODUCTION

After more or less greeting christians everywhere,
James gave his first bit of wisdom “to the twelve tribes
scattered among the nations” (James 1:1). trials may be
difficult, but God can use them to help us grow.

ENGAGE

James was written “to the twelve tribes.” At first
glance, we might think he was just writing to Jews who
were scattered throughout the world. But he was surely
writing specifically to believers, not to all Jews. Most
Jews did not believe Jesus was the Messiah at this time.
We can also wonder if James also included in this group
those Gentiles (or non-Jews) who believed as well. there
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is nothing distinctly Jewish about James, which may hint in
this direction. however, even though James 1:1 may address
the whole world, some passages in the book of James feel
like they belong more to the agricultural world of Palestine,
for example, its comments about harvesters (5:4).

EXAMINE

We find hints of the kinds of trials believers were fac-
ing in the first century in the rest of James’ letter. For
example, in 2:6, James mentioned that the christians in
his audience found themselves exploited by the wealthy
around them. We can infer that his audience did not have
an abundance of resources and often found themselves
at the mercy of those who might pay them for their work.
James 5:4 suggests that such landowners sometimes
cheated their workers. there is perhaps even a hint in 5:6
that James especially had in mind the wealthy leadership
of Jerusalem, people like the priests who had Jesus put
to death. James encouraged his audience to develop
endurance. christ will end the suffering soon enough.

The only way to learn strong faith is 
to endure great trials.

—GeORGe MüeLLeR
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EXPLORE

some people have a knack at seeing the silver lining to
unpleasant things. Perhaps it is taking it too far to say there
is a silver lining in all of our trials. But God regularly uses
our trials and sufferings to make us into more mature
people of greater character. true, we can become bitter
after a trial. some turn away from God in a crisis, like a
person who tries to run a race without having done the
training to prepare. But if we will let him, God can use a
trial to deepen our trust in him. A trial can make us better
appreciate what we have from God. even more, we are
able to help others when they face trials.

PRAYER

Father, prepare us for the time of trial. then when it
comes, sustain us through the power of your spirit.
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Day 2

ASKING FOR WISDOM
James 1:5–8

INTRODUCTION

In the context of enduring trials, James told his audience
that God is someone who wants to give them wisdom.
But they should only ask if they really want it.

ENGAGE

God wants to give us wisdom at all times. however,
the context here is when we are facing trials. therefore,
James was probably talking about how eager God is to
give us wisdom when we are facing a trial. God not only
wants to give us the wisdom to endure the trial; he is
eager to give us that wisdom. he will be generous with
it. he will show us how to make it through. he only
insists that we are completely serious about wanting his
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wisdom. the worst would be for someone to ask for and
receive wisdom, only to throw it away. God has no interest
in giving wisdom to this type of person. that person will
receive nothing of the sort.

EXAMINE

James’ warning to the “double-minded” (v. 7) person
who doubts has probably brought fear to some people
with an overactive conscience. this sensitive soul is
prone to mistake passing thoughts for the kinds of
doubts James had in mind. But James was not thinking
of a mere thought, even a doubt, that might run through
your head. James was thinking of a double-minded per-
son as someone with divided loyalties. this is the person
who is not sure that he or she really wants to stay with
God through the time of trial. this person might go with
God in the good times but take the easy way out in hard
times. It is this person, whose choices waver, that James
had in mind.

If, then a man in truth wills the Good, 
then he must be willing to do all for it or he 

must be willing to suffer all for it.
—søRen kIeRkeGAARD
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EXPLORE

It is easy for us to think that we can live the christian
life without asking others—let alone God—for help.
how many people try to weather the storms of life with-
out utilizing God’s wisdom? God is not some twisted
torturer who enjoys watching us suffer. he wants to help
us. On the one hand, he knows that trials can be good
for our faith. they can build our endurance. they can
strengthen our faith and our resolve to follow the Lord.
But just because God allows us to go through the storms
does not mean he does not want to help us through. Like
a good teacher, he wants to teach us how to endure. We
only need ask for his instruction.

PRAYER

Father, give us the wisdom to keep taking the next
step or to stand in place as the hurricanes of life blow
against us.
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Day 3

PROUD HUMILITY
James 1:9–12

INTRODUCTION

these verses follow James’ encouragement for
christians to ask for wisdom when they are facing trials.
they suggest that James especially had in mind the
person in humble circumstances.

ENGAGE

Assuming that James was not just throwing out 
individual pearls of wisdom, these few verses probably tell
us whom James had been picturing all along. What type
of person did he have in mind as he encouraged christians
to endure trials with joy? Apparently, he especially had in
mind the person in humble circumstances. his words to
them remind us of what Jesus said in the Beatitudes:
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“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom
of heaven” (Matt. 5:3). those of little means may be
nothing in the eyes of the world, but in God’s eyes, they
have a high position, especially if they are part of the
people of God. 

EXAMINE

James had nothing positive to say about those with
wealth in his day. When he spoke of the wealthy, he may
have had the leaders of Jerusalem, especially its wealthy
sadducean priests, in mind (for example, James 5:6). here
he said that the proud, rich person will wither away. such
individuals will pass away like wildflowers. their blos-
soms will fall. James had no time for people who go
around with money-making projects, greedy to amass
things for themselves. he said those people will fade away
even while off on business. What is so important to those
people will suddenly be revealed as trivial. the eternal will
burst into the eternally insignificant.

It is easier for a camel to go through 
the eye of a needle than for someone who 

is rich to enter the kingdom of God.
—MARk 10:25
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EXPLORE

Because you are reading this devotional, it is likely
that you are rich compared to the christians of the first
century. But we do not live in the same economic world
that James did. the average person can get a job that, if
he or she is wise with the money, can bring a standard
of living far above that of the first century. Yet most of
us are probably too quick to let ourselves off the hook.
We do not feel the inner tension we should when we read
passages like this. Once we have enough money to live
on, our next thought should be how to help others with
our excess. 

PRAYER

spirit, grab hold of our attention to see the eternal—
now and not just when it forces its way into our thinking.
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