Studies in the book of James

Lesson 2— A New Testament Book of Wisdom

  Most scholars have favored James, the brother of Jesus, as being the most likely author of this very special book. The brothers of Jesus are mentioned in Matthew 13:55 and were at first unbelievers (John 7:5). However, after the resurrection they are mentioned as being with other disciples and the eleven in Acts 1:14, awaiting the promise given to the apostles (1:4-8). 
  Paul mentions “James, the Lord’s brother…” in Galatians 1:19 and is likely, therefore, the one intended in Galatians 2:9 who is also called one of the pillars.  If that is the case we assume this is the same James mentioned in Acts 12:17;  15:13-21, and 21:17-19 who occupied a  leading position within the church at Jerusalem.  While it seems interesting to consider these possibilities, it is not necessary for us to know definitely which James this might be in order to appreciate the material within the book.
  The recipients are those described as “the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad” (1:1). This is a reference to the Jews who had been taken into captivity and never returned to Palestine. While there seem to be some who could be considered “rich” (1:10; 2:2; 5:1f), it seems likely a much larger number were poor. These Christians were facing “various trials” (1:2; 1:12), and sadly, the letter indicates there were serious quarrels that had erupted among many of them (4:1; 3:14). Some have wondered if some of the contention was due to those who were rich mistreating the poor.
  While dating the book is not easy, many believe the letter was one of the earliest epistles written. Various opinions have suggested anywhere from 44—49 A.D. as the approximate date of its writing. Since it is not written to a specific congregation or individual it is classified as one of the “general epistles.”
  The Content of the Book
  We noted in our first lesson that someone has said that the book of James looks a bit like the Old Testament book of Proverbs dressed up in New Testament clothes.   We remember that the book of Proverbs  stresses the importance of spiritual wisdom  (chapters 1-9) and is known (for the most part) for the short pithy admonitions to righteous living (chapters 10-31—this is also true for much of the book of Ecclesiastes). At times, it seems like almost every verse (or small combination of verses) contain a distinct lesson separate from the verses proceeding or following the passage.  
  James likewise urges dependence on heavenly wisdom (1:5; 3:13f) and provides an abundance of explicit admonitions on various topics.  However, opinions will differ as to how closely connected the string of exhortations seem to be in James in contrast to  the general makeup of the Proverbs. This teacher personally favors the idea of a fairly close connection, but whatever one’s personal leaning, the book is so clear and practical that both “babes” and the more “mature” can profit from its content. 
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Questions

1. What are some of the various statements which you can find in just the first two chapters which seem to jump off the page as possible themes to this practical book ?

2. What are some of the separate “admonitions” or topics in James, whether you see them connected to a common theme or simply as independent exhortations?
3. How would you judge the degree of practicality for Christians today of these admonitions?

4. Do you get the sense that James feels good about the over-all spirituality of his intended readers or not?    What seems to be hinted at in his words in 1:26?

5. What similarity of thought do you see in 1:26 and the Lord’s words in Matthew 23:3?  What earlier admonition in James speaks to this idea?

6. Many have remarked on similarities between the “Sermon on the mount” in Matthew 5-7 and the book of James. What are some which you notice?
7. What would you describe as the basic purpose for James’ writing of the book?

