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James is one of the general letters in the
New Testament that is not addressed to
either a specific church or to a particular
individual. Instead it is written for ‘the 12
tribes scattered among the nations’ (1:1)
and was therefore probably intended for
Christians who had once been Jews and
were now living outside of Israel.
It is an intensely practical book that force-
fully presents how a Christian should live.
With a total of about 60 direct instructions
or commands in only 100 or so verses, it has
been described as the ‘Proverbs’ of the
New Testament. This counsel covers many
important areas of practical Christianity,
including:

• Wealth

• Speech

• Wisdom

• Trials and temptation

• Prayer

• Faith

Although it is difficult to pinpoint a single
unifying theme, spiritual growth is certainly
a dominant theme. At the outset James
declares God’s purpose that we should be
‘mature and complete’ (1:4) and the chap-
ters that follow show us how that is worked
out in several key areas. In his book ‘Be
Mature’, Warren Wiersbe calls these the

‘Five marks of the Mature Christian’, one
for each chapter of the letter. These are
listed in the outline following.
Outline
A. Patient in testing (chapter 1)
B. Practices the truth (chapter 2)
C. Power over his tongue (chapter 3)
D. Peacemaker not a troublemaker

(chapter 4)
E. Prayerful in troubles (chapter 5)

Overview

Author, Date and Setting
The writer describes himself as ‘James, a
servant of God and of the Lord Jesus
Christ’ . Although there are five men of this
name in the New Testament, only two
would have been prominent enough to use
such a simple introduction—James, son of
Zebedee (Mark 1:9) and James, the relative
of Jesus (Gal.1:9). It is likely that it was the

latter who wrote this epistle, particularly
since there is a similarity of style between
the writing here and his message that is
recorded in Acts 15: 13-21. James was the
leading elder in the church in Jerusalem
and this passage describes his leadership
that averted a possible division in the early

church. Some of the themes of that passage
are echoed here in the epistle.
The early historian Josephus records that
James’ was stoned to death in A.D. 62. It is
therefore likely that his letter was one of
the earliest in the New Testament to be
written, probably around A.D. 46-49.

Book Statistics
• Number of chapters 5
• Number of verses 108
• Average total reading time 15 minutes
• Reading plan dates 16 to 20 February 2005Ja
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Keynote Guide

Keynote Verse
Get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent
and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save
you. Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive your-
selves. Do what it says
James 1:21-22 (NIV)

“It is a frightening book, because once you have read it, you can’t plead ignorance. It is
one of the easiest books in the Bible to understand and one of the hardest to undertake ”

David Pawson, Unlocking the Bible
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the Lordship of Jesus in our lives. This is demonstrated by all that
we do and say.

Through James’s eyes we also see Jesus as the glory and object of
our faith (2:1)as well as the divine power in ministry (5:15). Jesus
is the one for whom we wait patiently and confidently (5:7) and
who will reward us if we persevere through the trials and tempta-
tions (1:12) we can face.

James contains remarkably few specific references to Jesus. Al-
though the name of God is mentioned seventeen times, Christ is
directly mentioned only twice. However, these simple statistics
do not reflect how Jesus-centred the book of James is. In the very
first verse, the author describes himself as a slave or servant of
Jesus Christ and this theme of obedience continues throughout.
Whether speaking of faith, works, speech, money or the many
other themes, the principle behind all is that we are subject to

• True Faith
James is an ideal follow up to the book of Hebrews. Whereas in
Hebrews we are encouraged to live a life of faith, James sets out
in clear terms what that means. His goal is to show us ‘Religion
that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless’ (1:27). True
faith is demonstrated by a life that is transformed in both charac-
ter and conduct. The life of faith is marked by daily obedience
and actions that reflect the inner work of God. As someone has
put it, ‘The faith you have is the faith you show’. James’ letter is
remarkably blunt about the practical and tangible nature of faith,
providing a wake up call to anyone who believes that Christianity
is merely an inner experience not rooted in reality
‘You foolish man, do you want evidence that faith without deeds
is useless?’ (2:20)

• Obedience
Part of faith’s work is to equip us to be able to obey all that God
asks of us. The letter highlights many areas to consider but some
of the most challenging questions it asks us are:

• Do we act on the word of God? (1:21-25)

• Do we demonstrate our faith by what we do? (2:14-26)

• Do we control our tongue and our speech? (3:1-18)

• Do we submit ourselves humbly to God? (4:6-10)

• Sermon on the Mount
James includes many echoes of Jesus’ own words spoken in the
Sermon on the Mount. For example compare 5:2 with Matt.6:19
or 2:8 with Matt.7:12. There are at least another 8 or so similar
statements.

• Prayer
The theme of prayer opens and closes the book of James. At the
outset (1:5-8) he commends the value of believing prayer and at
the close (5:13-18) he provides practical advice and examples of
the effectiveness of prayer. These instructions are important to
help frame the many instructions given in the book, and point
toward the ‘enabling grace’ that James experienced and wanted
to communicate to his readers.

real challenge to us, but James is absolutely clear: ‘A person is
justified by what he does and not by faith alone’ (2:24). Even
though nothing we do can save us or bring us into right standing
with God, we must understand that without corresponding works,
our faith is dead. James refers to Abraham who is both an exam-
ple and inspiration to us in that ‘his faith and his actions were
working together, and his faith was made complete by what he
did’ (2: 22).

Although one of the earliest written, James was one of the last
books to be recognized as being part of the Bible. Perhaps this
was because it seemed to focus mainly on doing and not just on
believing. However, the direct instruction that James gives shows
us that Christianity is intended to be practical and tangible. He
reminds us that faith is demonstrated by what we do. There are
actions, decisions and choices that we have to make on a daily
basis all of which reflect our measure of faith . This can be a very
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Significance

“James’ blunt and forthright manner is a powerful
tempering agent for those who may see God’s grace

as an excuse for carnal indulgence of sin”

Jack Hayford, Hayford’s Bible Handbook
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