
INTRODUCTION TO THE LETTER OF JAMES – FAITH WORKS 
 
The letter of James is all about practical Christianity, which means putting our faith into action. James encourages 
believers to be doers of the Word (1:22). He wants followers of Jesus to both “talk the talk” and “walk the walk”.   
 
The letter’s 108 verses offer 60 pieces of advice for all kinds of down-to-earth matters, such as dealing with 
suffering and temptation, the problems of greed and conflict, how we speak and pray, our attitude toward wealth 
and poverty, and what true wisdom looks like in our world.  James wants our faith to be effective for life. 
 
James is not writing to one particular church, but instead addresses the twelve tribes in the dispersion (1:1). These 
were Jewish believers in Jesus who had dispersed or scattered outside of Israel. They had their spiritual roots in 
Jewish faith and law, but had committed to Christ Jesus as Lord (2:1).  In writing to these believers, James shows 
how the early church fused its Jewish roots with new life in Christ. So it is not surprising that James’ writing style 
resembles Old Testament wisdom literature, especially the book of Proverbs. His advice also draws deeply from 
the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount.  
 

Who was James? 
 
The New Testament presents us with five different men named James. The two most famous were James the son 
of Zebedee (whose brother was John, the gospel writer), and James the brother of Jesus (Mark 6:3). Church 
tradition has affirmed that the author of James was the brother of Jesus. This James was also the leader of the first 
church in Jerusalem. He led this congregation through early growth, as well as times of famine and persecution 
prior to the Roman takeover in A.D. 70. Jewish historian Josephus wrote that James was martyred in A.D. 62.  
 
James’ life situation explains some of the topics in the letter, such as perseverance through suffering, the challenge 
of poverty, and conflict. It also explains why James remained sensitive to the Jewish heritage of many early 
believers in Christ. His strong leadership among the apostles is evident in Acts 15, when he chaired a major 
discussion on matters regarding evangelism and the application of Jewish practices in the early church. In Acts 
21:17-26 the Apostle Paul took James’ advice in communicating with Jews in Jerusalem. James was a skillful 
peacemaker, wise leader, and a pillar of faith. 

 
“Faith and Works” in James 

 
The most controversial section in James’ letter has to do with “faith and works”, where he seems to contradict 
other New Testament teaching, especially that of the Apostle Paul. When James writes that faith without works is 
dead (4:17, 26) it appears (at face value) that he is saying the opposite of the Apostle Paul, who argued that we are 
saved by grace through faith… not of works (Ephesians 2:8).  
 
If we read James carefully, however, he is not denying salvation by grace through faith. He assumes that those to 
whom he is writing are already saved and have experienced spiritual rebirth (see 1:9, 18). When he writes that 
faith without works is dead, the word “dead” does not mean nonexistent; rather, it means unproductive or useless. 
Put positively, James is saying that an authentic faith must show itself in lifestyle and behaviour. James encourages 
believers to a practical righteousness and way of living that reflects that they are new creations in Christ. James is 
saying, in effect, that “Faith Works” – meaning that authentic faith is effective (it works!) and must result in works 
(both words and actions).  
 
James’ letter is relevant today, because it is easy for Christians to get slack or sloppy once they believe they are 
saved. We can be tempted to rely on what the Christian writer Dietrich Bonhoeffer called “cheap grace” – excusing 
ourselves from wholehearted commitment to Christ because we lazily depend on Jesus to do everything for us. For 
such people, James’ letter is a wake-up call; in 3:13 he writes: who is wise and understanding among you? Show it 
by your good life, by works done in humility that comes from wisdom. 
 



Style and Key Themes 
 
James explores a number of themes, and at times he circles back to repeat earlier themes to make wider 
applications. This can make his style of writing a challenge, because he seems to jump from topic to topic. 
However, a patient study of his letter will be rewarding because of its practical nature. The themes include: 
 
Trials/Temptation – 1:2-4; 1:12-15; 5:13-20 
Wisdom – 1:5-8; 3:13-4:10 
Wealth/Poverty/Favoritism – 1:9-11; 2:1-14; 4:13-5:6 
Works and Faith – 1:22-25, 27; 2:14-26   
Endurance/Perseverance – 1:2-4; 1:12-16; 5:7-11 
Speech – 1:19-21, 26; 3:1-12; 4:11-17: 5:12 
Prayer – 1:5-8; 5:13-18 
 

Key themes linked to Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount 
 
James draws from Jesus’ teaching, often the Sermon on the Mount. See the comparisons below. 
 
2:1-13 – favoritism vs love – we tend to love those who serve us (Matthew 5:46-48) 
2:14-26 – genuine faith must not neglect the needy or poor; genuine faith always results in obedience to Jesus 
teaching (Matthew 7:21-27) 
3:1-12/4:11-12/5:12 the tongue – we praise God and unleash pain on people (e.g. judging, speaking badly) with 
the same mouth (Luke 6:43-45 and Matthew 5:37; 12:36-37)  
3:13-18 – true versus false wisdom (Matthew 5:3-11) 
4:1-10 – a divided heart (Matthew 6:24) 
4:13-17/5:1-6 - the arrogance and danger of wealth (Matthew 6:19-21; 28-34) 
5:7-11 – the need for patience and endurance waiting for Jesus to set things right (Matthew 21:13) 
5:13-18 - waiting for Jesus should inspire a life of faith-filled prayer (Matthew 21:21-22)  
5:19-20 – restoring others (Matthew 18:15) 
 

Breakdown of James 
 
James 1:1-8 – Wisdom for Life’s Difficulties 
James 1:9-18 – Money and Temptation 
James 1:19-27 – Personal Integrity 
James 2:1-13 – Treating People Fairly 
James 2:14-26 – Faith Works 
James 3:1-12 – Watch What You Say – Part 1 
James 3:13-18 – Two Kinds of Wisdom 
James 4:1-10 –Friendship Choices 
James 4:11-17 – Watch What You Say – Part 2 
James 5:1-6 - Greed 
James 5:7-12 – Be Patient 
James 5:13-20 – Prayer for Healing 

 
For Discussion and Prayer 

 
1. Read through James from start to finish (shouldn’t take long). What strikes you as immediately important? Is 

there anything difficult that you will need to spend time studying or reflecting upon? 
2. What is it about James himself – brother of Jesus, pastor in Jerusalem – that is intriguing to you? 
3. Which of the themes or passages in James will be most relevant in your life today? Why? 
4. Which of the themes or passages will be most relevant for the church today? Why 


